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ABSTRACT 
 This dissertation examines the recent proliferation of Buddhist youth programs 
and of youth participation in Buddhism in contemporary Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. 
Drawing on twenty months of ethnographic fieldwork from 2016 to 2019, as well as in-
depth interviews with Buddhist monastics, lay Buddhist youth, and educators, the 
dissertation investigates the collaborative endeavors between monastics and youth to 
develop a new modernist and youth-oriented Buddhism in response to young people’s 
social and emotional needs under the influence of urbanization, late-socialist economic 
growth, and cultural globalization. The dissertation provides a case study of the Temple 
of Wisdom (a pseudonym), one of the most prominent Buddhist temples that has 
pioneered the creation of Buddhist youth programs.  
The dissertation is divided into three key ethnographic chapters that examine the 
central components of the youth-oriented Buddhism: the creation of a new lay Buddhist 
educational curriculum with the incorporation of innovative media technology and 
pedagogies; the popularization of mindfulness meditation; and the construction of ethical 





monastics and lay youth are constructing an emerging, middle-class Vietnamese Buddhist 
public. The study shows that participants in this Buddhist public reformulate what 
constitutes “Vietnamese” Buddhist piety and community by fashioning a new generation 
of self-reflexive, (aspirational) middle-class lay Buddhists who actively contribute to the 
growing influence of Buddhist practices and discourses in Vietnam’s emergent public 
ethics.   
In approaching the crafting of the Buddhist public as a collaboration between 
monastics and youth, my dissertation reconsiders the dichotomy between 
modernist/institutional and devotional/popular Buddhism in Vietnam. It contributes to 
scholarly conversations on public religion and secularism in late-socialist contexts by 
illuminating how Buddhist actors navigate the complex entanglements between Buddhist 
ethics and market socialism. The dissertation shows that such processes of ethical 
coordination not only reshape the role of Buddhism in public ideals of social well-being 
and national culture, but also impact Buddhist youth’s endeavors at ethical self-
cultivation. By highlighting youth experiences, it demonstrates that religion is playing an 
increasingly important role in the lives of Vietnamese youth, as young Vietnamese draw 
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CHAPTER 1:  
 
 
CRAFTING A VIETNAMESE BUDDHIST PUBLIC 
 
 
It was 6:00 a.m. on a Sunday morning in early 2017 when I showed up at the 
Temple of Wisdom2 to attend an all-day retreat for lay Buddhist youth. Settling myself 
down quietly in a spacious worship hall with perfectly aligned rows of plastic chairs, I 
intently watched as groups of young people were ushered through the heavy wooden 
doors. To the front, three large golden Shakyamuni Buddha statues loomed over the 
youth as if carefully watching their every step and movement. By 7:00 a.m., the worship 
hall had filled up, and temple volunteers in their orange uniforms began to direct late-
comers to find seats on the upper floors of the temple, where there were giant television 
screens livestreaming ongoing activities. As more than two hundred young people 
managed to occupy their positions in the main worship hall, with another hundred or so 
scattered on the other floors, they, under the instruction of the monastics, began a short 
period of chanting from a small booklet of Buddhist sutras produced by the temple. 
Initially befuddled by the unfamiliar chant, I soon realized the distinctive vernacular 
Vietnamese employed by the texts that distinguished itself from the Sino-Vietnamese 
versions in other temples I had experienced. After the chanting, participants of the retreat 
were instructed to stand up to welcome the Dharma teacher to the front stage. The 
 
2 In this dissertation, the names of the temple and of interlocutors, both monastics and lay Buddhists, are 
pseudonyms, except for those of Buddhist figures who were historically involved in the Vietnam Buddhist 
Revival movement in the 1920s and the Buddhist movement in the 1960s. I have also altered some non-
critical details of lay Buddhists’ stories to protect their identities.  
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Dharma lecture lasted a bit more than one hour. Some youth were paying attention; 
others yawned out of sleepiness from an early Sunday. When the lecture concluded, a 
young nun went up to the podium to attempt to wake up the sleepy crowd. She taught the 
young crowd a Buddhist pop song and its accompanying choreography. The temple’s 
choir team then came up to the stage to encourage people to join in the choreography. 
The music started, and everybody stood up to join in the singing of the distinctly Buddhist 
lyrics and dancing to the beats of pop music. Swaying their bodies and hands side to side, 
the youth participated in what looks like a collective effervescence.  
This intriguing scene from the weekend retreat for youth at the Temple of 
Wisdom in early 2017 would be hard to imagine a decade earlier in Vietnam when I was 
growing up in Ho Chi Minh City. Buddhist temples in Vietnam were, and to a large 
extent still are, frequented more often by the middle-aged and the elderly, who come to 
pray, chant sutras, make offerings, perform meritorious work, and engage in ethical 
cultivation in the later stages of life (Soucy 2012; Le 2017). Even though youth did 
accompany their parents and grandparents to temples, their visits tended to be limited to 
the two days of the new and full moon of the lunar month or to important festivals, like 
the Lunar New Year and the Ullambana Festival (Lễ Vu Lan). The mesmerizing sight of 
hundreds of young people gathering in the Temple of Wisdom that early Sunday morning 
to collectively learn Buddhist teachings, songs, and dances, with monks and nuns guiding 
them to the beats of pop music, however, captivated my attention because it was a 
different kind of youth religious participation from the typical devotional practices. 
During my twenty months of fieldwork in Ho Chi Minh City from 2016 to 2019, mainly 
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at the Temple of Wisdom and briefly at other Buddhist institutions and networks, I came 
to learn that this was by no means a singular and short-lived phenomenon. The weekend 
retreat for young adults recounted above was only one among a growing diversity of 
Buddhist programs and activities that consciously target and actively engage youth. 
Besides the Temple of Wisdom, I learnt of at least four other Buddhist temples and 
networks in the city that offer programs for youth3, all of which together have reported 
attracting a youth following of a few thousands.4  
What prompts the proliferation of Buddhist programs for young people in Ho Chi 
Minh City within the last decade? What motivates thousands of youth to participate in 
 
3 The Buddhist youth programs organized by the Temple of Wisdom and other temples and networks that I 
observed during my fieldwork are separate from those offered by the Vietnam Buddhist Youth Family, or 
Gia Đình Phật Tử. The Vietnamese Buddhist Youth Family was established in 1940 by Dr. Lê Đình Thám 
in central Vietnam. By the 1960s, as Elise DeVido documents, the Buddhist Youth Family movement 
became “one of the best-organized youth associations in the entire country, with 1,000 units comprising 
70,000 young people and 3,000 leaders” (2007: 268). The Buddhist Youth Family was originally inspired 
by the global scout movement, and until this day, its youth educational programs continue to combine 
essential life-skill learning, knowledge of Buddhist history and teachings, and community services. The 
organization also has a hierarchical structure of organization, with young members having to study for and 
take a series of exams to move up the leadership positions. During my fieldwork, the Vietnam Buddhist 
Youth Family continued to have a strong presence, but predominantly in Hue City in central Vietnam 
where it was formed. In Ho Chi Minh City, from my limited observation and experience, the Buddhist 
Youth Family’s operations appeared more limited in scope because of its structure of participation in which 
young members are recruited from a young age, and they are usually from families who already have 
connections to the organization. This structure stands in contrast to the new Buddhist youth programs at the 
Temple of Wisdom and other Buddhist networks I observed during my fieldwork, where the membership 
structure is more flexible and less hierarchical, and the educational programs and activities less 
standardized. According to a recent report by the Buddhist Youth Family section in Ho Chi Minh City in 
2019, there are currently 31 units in operation in the city, with 271 leaders and 1,536 members, resulting in 
each unit having an average of 50 members. See the statistics here: Như Danh, “Có 31 đơn vị đang sinh 
hoạt với Phân ban GĐPT TP.HCM” [There are 31 units affiliated with the Buddhist Youth Family section 
in Ho Chi Minh City], Giác Ngộ Online, December 30, 2019, accessed May 21, 2020, 
https://giacngo.vn/phatgiaotuoitre/donghanh/2019/12/30/33569B/ 
4 During my fieldwork, I spent the majority of my time at the Temple of Wisdom, with shorter visits to 
other Buddhist temples and networks in the city. The statistics recounted here are mainly based on the 
temples’ self-reporting in their print or online publications. While I can verify the numbers reported by the 
Temple of Wisdom because of their accounting techniques and my more extended experience with the 
temple, I need to conduct further research with the other Buddhist temples and networks to fully assess 
their estimates.  
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these programs? And ultimately, how has the involvement of youth contributed to the 
transformation of the urban Buddhist religious field in Ho Chi Minh City and southern 
Vietnam more broadly? To address these questions, I focus on the Buddhist activities for 
youth offered by the Temple of Wisdom, where I spent the majority of my fieldwork. As 
I will explain further, the Temple of Wisdom has become one of the most prominent 
Buddhist institutions in Ho Chi Minh City that pioneers and takes great interest in 
developing new youth programs. What is distinctive, and of theoretical import for this 
dissertation, about the programs at the Temple of Wisdom is that they are designed to 
propagate a vision of modernist Vietnamese Buddhism. In a country where Buddhism 
lacks “systematized, formally imposed, orthodox practice that is required of all 
devotees,” and where adherents draw on an eclectic mixture of Zen, Pure Land, and 
popular religious practices like ancestor worship and spirit mediumship (Soucy 2012: 2; 
25-31), the Temple of Wisdom stands out in its conscious efforts to shape and educate 
youth into being a particular kind of lay Buddhist.  
I approach the recent proliferation of Buddhist programs and activities for youth 
in Ho Chi Minh City, particularly as it is advanced by the Temple of Wisdom, as a 
collaborative endeavor between urban monastics and lay Buddhist youth to reconfigure 
the landscape of urban Vietnamese Buddhism. Central to this religious endeavor is the 
formulation of what I theorize as an emerging middle-class Vietnamese Buddhist public. 
As I will demonstrate throughout the dissertation, this new Buddhist public relies on the 
construction of a modernist, youth-oriented Buddhism. Such a construction engages with 
three religious projects, namely the reconstruction of “Vietnamese” Buddhism and 
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Buddhist piety; the restructuring of lay involvement in Buddhist temples’ religious, 
educational, and social functions; and the assertion of Buddhism in the configuration of 
public ethics in late-socialist Vietnam. My usage of the term “youth-oriented Buddhism” 
is not meant to suggest that the emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public excludes the 
middle-aged and the elderly. In fact, as I will show, middle-aged and elderly Buddhists 
play an indispensable role in the crafting of this Buddhist public, particularly as major 
patrons for and participants in many of the Buddhist programs for youth. I use the term 
“youth-oriented” then to reflect not only the temple’s deliberate decision to target young 
people in the design of its Buddhist programs, but also its educational and religious 
ideologies regarding the role of youth in developing Vietnamese Buddhism.  
 
Vietnamese Youth and the Transformation of Buddhism 
In his study of Buddhism in Hanoi in northern Vietnam in the early 2000s, 
Alexander Soucy documented that broadly speaking, there are two visions of Buddhism 
that exist in Vietnam. One vision, derived from the Vietnam Buddhist Revival (Phong 
Trào Chấn Hưng Phật Giáo) in the 1920s, privileges the “return to the original and 
authentic Buddhism” by downplaying local devotional, spiritual, and superstitious (mê 
tín) practices, and emphasizing the life of the historical Buddha and the scholastic study 
of his teachings. Additionally, since the Revival, there had been endeavors to associate 
Vietnamese Buddhism with Zen, including many scholars and monastics claiming that 
the core of Vietnamese Buddhism is Zen and promoting certain strands of Zen meditation 
as the national tradition (Thích Nhất Hạnh 1967; Thích Thiện Ân 1975; Trần Văn Giáp 
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1932 [1968]; see Nguyen 1997 for a historical critique of this position). This view of 
Buddhism is supported and reinforced by the National Vietnam Buddhist Sangha (Giáo 
Hội Phật Giáo Việt Nam), the only legally recognized and state-backed Buddhist 
organization in Vietnam (Soucy 2012: 37). The other approach to Buddhism is one 
shared, as Soucy observes, by “most Buddhists at the local level” and is different from 
the “institutional view.” This vision of Buddhism is one where Buddhism is intertwined 
and part of the local spirit world, and where practices like burning spirit money and spirit 
goods constitute an essential element of reciprocity for maintaining relationships with the 
supernatural (including the buddhas) (Soucy 2012: 38). While the institutional view of 
Buddhism receives much support by the Vietnamese state and Buddhist institutional 
apparatuses, Soucy argues that such an understanding does not “reflect the religious lives 
of most practitioners,” who regard the historical Buddha as “only one of several buddhas 
and bodhisattvas who are part of a host of potent supernatural beings” (2012: 40). Thus, 
as Soucy contends, it is common for people to pray to the buddhas, recite sutras, and 
listen to Dharma talks, while practicing ancestor worship, consulting fortunetellers, 
attending spirit possession rituals, without much sense of conflict over what is Buddhist 
or non-Buddhist. The institutional view of Buddhism is thus limited to “the elite, the 
secular state, and the Buddhist reformers” (Soucy 2012: 59).  
At the Temple of Wisdom in Ho Chi Minh City where I conducted my fieldwork, 
the vision of Buddhism promoted there is, in many ways, closely aligned with the 
“institutional view” of Buddhism that Soucy documented. As I will discuss more in detail 
in Chapter 2, the Temple of Wisdom espouses a modernist understanding of Buddhism 
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where there is a greater emphasis on the study of Buddhist history and philosophies, and 
where a devotional and “superstitious” approach to Buddhism is highly discouraged.5 
This modernist stance is clearly communicated in many of the programs and activities for 
Buddhist youth at the Temple of Wisdom. However, contrary to Soucy’s observation of 
Buddhism in northern Vietnam in the early 2000s, my research shows that this modernist 
understanding of Buddhism at the Temple of Wisdom seems to be growing in popularity, 
not just among the so-called elite, state officials, or Buddhist reformers, but also among a 
diversity of young people from all different socio-economic and educational 
backgrounds. What makes this popularization of modernist Buddhism possible?  
On the one hand, I argue that modernist Buddhism should not be understood as a 
monolithic entity that is reflective of the “elite” perspective and thus defined against the 
heterogenous “popular” Buddhism. As Elise DeVido astutely observes in her reappraisal 
of previous historical accounts of the Buddhist Revival in Vietnam (cf. Marr 1984; 
McHale 2004), the impact of the Buddhist Revival cannot be fully understood if we limit 
our understanding of the movement to only textual production and formal Buddhist 
debates and thus neglect other social imperatives that attracted a wide range of other 
 
5 In many ways, the modernist vision of Buddhism propagated by the Temple of Wisdom resembles what 
many scholars have referred to as “Buddhist modernism,” that is a formulation of Buddhism as a 
philosophical (i.e., textual rather than ritual), world-affirming tradition compatible with science, modernity, 
and democracy (Bechert 1994; Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988; Lopez 2002; McMahan 2008). However, 
as Thomas Borchert observes in his study of Theravada Buddhism in Sipsongpannā in southwestern China, 
“Buddhist modernism” should not be seen as a uniform, universal transformation of Buddhism as 
Buddhism “engaged” with modernity, but rather, contemporary form of Buddhism emerges out of the 
tensions between national forms of organization and translocal conceptions of Buddhism (2008: 113). As I 
will show in this dissertation, the modernist framing of Buddhism emerging in Ho Chi Minh City in 
Vietnam, while drawing on some of attributes of Buddhist modernism as defined by McMahan, can only be 
understood within the context of Vietnamese nationalistic politics and shifting geopolitical relationships 
among Vietnam, China, and other Buddhist heartlands.  
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actors, including women, to the movement (2007). These other social dimensions 
included Buddhist associational life, charity projects, and the development of a Buddhist 
youth movement. Similarly, modernist Buddhism in contemporary Vietnam is not just 
about the learning of Buddhist philosophies and criticizing rituals and devotional 
practices, even though these imperatives continue to be deemed important and 
fundamental by many urban monastics. To understand the appeal of the modernist 
Buddhist agenda at the Temple of Wisdom among youth, we need to extend our analysis 
to other modalities of religious sociability and learning involved (cf. Hefner 2009, 2019; 
Mahmood 2005; Schielke 2009). While popular Vietnamese Buddhism entails an eclectic 
mixture of practices and rituals, I contend that modernist Buddhism is also a pluralistic, 
multi-componential, and especially, collaborative religious project that requires careful 
coordination efforts shared among both monastics and lay Buddhists. In addition to the 
formal study of Buddhist knowledge and history, young people at the Temple of Wisdom 
participate in meditation programs, social engagement and voluntarism activities, and 
play key roles in the design and implementation of the temple’s programs with their 
knowledge of new technology and social media. At the same time, Buddhist youth 
gravitate to temple’s space because they also make friends, build relationships, and foster 
a sense of social community.  
On the other hand, I contend that the increasing popularization of modernist 
Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh City is made possible because of a few important shifts both 
in the country’s demographics and in young people’s dispositions and orientations. 
Throughout my fieldwork, while the Temple of Wisdom had expanded its scope of 
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programs and activities to accommodate all age groups, from young kindergarten 
children to the elderly, the main active group of participants, in my observation, was 
young people, aged 15 to early 30s. The majority of these young people were high school 
and university students, while many of them were young working professionals. In 2016, 
the year I started my fieldwork, young people aged 15-29 accounted for roughly a quarter 
of the Vietnam’s population (23 million out of 95 million), leading Vietnam to enter what 
many experts call a period of “golden population structure” with the proportion of 
laborers doubling the dependent population (OECD 2017: 21; Nhan Dan Online 2018). 
This cohort of youth has grown up in a social context where the socio-economic effects 
of the Đổi Mới (“Renovation”) economic reforms of 1986 and of globalization had taken 
a strong hold, and where advances in communication technology had ushered in 
fundamental changes in social relationships and career trajectories (Nguyễn Đức Lộc et 
al. 2018). As many scholars have observed, since the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
Vietnamese youth have spent more time pursuing higher education, delayed getting 
married and starting families, and aspired for social mobility through the pursuit of high-
paying jobs in the foreign-invested and non-state sectors (Earl 2014; King et al. 2008; 
Xenos et al. 2009). Although Vietnamese youth have embraced new opportunities 
presented by the market economy, they have also faced much anxiety and struggle in 
their efforts to establish themselves both socially and professionally.  
In Vietnam, while the youth (aged 15-24) unemployment rate is generally lower 
compared to the broader Asia-Pacific regions—7.4% as compared to 9.4% in Southeast 
Asia and the Pacific, 10.7% in Southern Asia, and 10.6% in Eastern Asia in 2016 (GSO 
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2017 cited in OECD 2017: 21; ILO 2018: 20)—the unemployment rate tends to be higher 
among the better educated. Nguyen et al. reported that the unemployment rate of 
university graduates is more than three times that of young persons with primary level 
education (7.6% compared to 1.6%) (2015: 3). This is partially because, as Nguyen et al. 
explained, youth with higher education endeavor to search for longer-term, better paid 
professional occupations with benefits and fitting with their university training, while 
youth with lower level of education tend to engage in production occupation, both 
agriculture and industrial production, with no written contract or contract of limited 
duration (2015: 3, 22). However, in a highly urbanized and commercialized urban center 
like Ho Chi Minh City, securing stable, productive employment remains a challenge.  
As researchers observe, in addition to a deficiency of job opportunities for 
university graduates, there is a skill mismatch in which school curricula put more 
emphasis on formal academic education than non-formal education and vocational 
training, thus failing to give students the skills needed to be competitive in the market 
economy (OECD 2017: 14). This mismatch can be further exacerbated in the future. 
Since 2017, the Vietnamese government has called attention to and initiated a series of 
socio-economic policies to prepare Vietnam for the “Fourth Industrial Revolution,” or 
“Industry 4.0.” (công nghệ 4.0.)—a concept coined by Klaus Schwab to encapsulate the 
intensity, breadth, and velocity of new digital technologies and artificial intelligence that 
are transforming and disrupting the various domains of human lives (2016). During my 
fieldwork, young people were both excited, but also intensely anxious, about the push for 
a new “start-up” culture in Ho Chi Minh City and for a “shared economy” through digital 
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applications (think Uber, Grab, and Facebook Marketplace). Many university students 
with whom I talked during my research questioned the purpose of their higher education 
and expressed doubts regarding whether they will find good, stable employment or 
whether they will end up working for the motorbike/car-for-hire or delivery services. In 
addition to needing the right connections, the right paperwork6, the right political 
affiliations, young people now experience the added pressures of having the right 
technological competencies and expertise. As the Vietnamese government and large 
national corporations begin to pour investment in the fields of engineering, technology, 
and start-up, youth grow acutely aware of their upcoming struggles in navigating the new 
“Industry 4.0.” market economy that continues and exacerbates current socio-economic 
inequality.  
The various challenges with employment that youth in Vietnam are facing 
contribute to changes in social aspirations and life goals of youth. Nguyen et al. showed 
that in the nationally representative sample of 2,722 young people aged 15-29 surveyed 
by the Vietnam General Statistics Office in 2013, the three most prevalent life goals 
include “having a good family life” (45.2%), “having lots of money” (28.6%), and “being 
successful in work” (20.2%); only 5% of the youth surveyed answered that “contributing 
 
6 In Vietnam, the possibility of whether you can have stable, long-term employment in the city partially 
depends on your family registry and household registration, or hộ khẩu. If your family is from a rural 
province in Vietnam, for example, you are identified as a resident of that particular area. When you move 
to Ho Chi Minh City to pursue further education and employment, your residence status can prevent you 
from being a full-time, tenured employee, with retirement benefits, at certain state or public institutions, 
such as public schools or hospitals. Consequently, many migrant university students pursue employment in 
the private sectors, but they also might face certain prejudices and stereotypes associated with being from 
the rural areas.      
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to society” is a life goal7 (2015:15). These life goals and aspirations, on the one hand, 
reflect the differences in youth’s socio-economic and personal situations: married youth 
assign greater importance to having a good family life, while university students put more 
emphasis on future career and also on contributing to society. Even though Vietnamese 
youth are delaying marriage as previously mentioned, starting a family and childbirth still 
remain important life achievements and marks of adulthood, as they are wedded to the 
Confucian framework of morality and filial obligations (Earl 2014: 215; Gammeltoft 
2014; Phinney 2008; Salemink and Nguyen 2019). Compared to youth in the Middle-East 
who are experiencing a frustrating long period of “waithood,” a liminal period where 
youth are denied the possibilities of stable employment and raising their own families 
(Dhillon et al. 2009; Mulderig 2013; Singerman 2007), youth in Vietnam seem to 
experience “emerging adulthood” characterized by “intense identity exploration, 
instability, a focus on self, feeling in limbo or in transition or in between, and a sense of 
possibilities, opportunities, and unparalleled hope” (Smith and Snell 2009: 6; see also 
Arnett 2014).   
In both the development literature above and academic research on Vietnamese 
youth, there is a glaring omission of youth’s religiosity. Research on Vietnamese youth 
has continued to emphasize either the “revolutionary narrative” in which youth remain 
 
7 The report was generated using the International Labour Organization (ILO)’s school-to-work transition 
survey (SWTS), a household survey of young people aged 15-29, and the labor demand enterprise survey 
(LDES), a survey of enterprises’ demand for labor and assessments of young applicants. In the original 
SWTS proposed by ILO, for the life goals and aspirations, one of the options is “upholding religious faith.” 
However, the ILO 2015 report for Vietnam written by Nguyen et al. does not discuss religion or how 
religion might figure in youth’s aspirations.  
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the targets of the state’s socialist education and agendas through its extensive network of 
Communist youth organizations, or the “market economy narrative” in which young 
people are only interested in materialist consumption, new technology, and social 
mobility (Nguyen 2015, 2016; Marr and Rosen 1998). However, as Nguyễn Đức Lộc and 
Nguyễn Quang Huy noted, despite the general appearance that Vietnamese youth are 
driven by professional goals, careers, familial obligations, and new technological 
developments, there is also a development in the opposite direction. Many young people 
begin to question the “iron cage” of the market economy, abandon their high-paying jobs, 
and search for more “holistic spiritual values” and meaningful occupations (2018: 37). 
There are groups of youth who “refuse to use the Internet, modern technological devices, 
practice meditation, follow a vegetarian diet, even though they do not follow any 
religion,” the two authors observe.  
The substantial number of young people, aged 15-early 30s, who participated in 
Buddhist programs at the Temple of Wisdom during my fieldwork, and who continue to 
do so at the time of my writing, suggests that religion is increasingly becoming an 
important factor in the lives of youth in Ho Chi Minh City. At the same time, as I will 
show throughout the dissertation, the majority of young people at the Temple of Wisdom 
are drawn to and also exhibit forms of religiosity that are markedly different from other 
elderly participants at the temple or more broadly, people of their parents’ and 
grandparents’ generations. They are attracted to the vision of modernist Buddhism at the 
temple precisely because it is different from the dominant popular Buddhism with its 
emphasis on devotional religious practices. In my interviews and conversations with 
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many of these youth, they readily use the term “superstition” (mê tín)8 to refer to the 
ritual practices of praying, burning incense and votive paper, and giving offerings to 
spirits, local deities, buddhas, and bodhisattvas. They enjoy the temple’s modernist 
framing of Buddhism because it allows them not only to draw on their knowledge and 
skills obtained through formal schooling, but also to cultivate ethical dispositions that 
afford them to engage with, make sense of, and navigate the socio-economic and moral 
demands of their families and Vietnamese market socialism.  
Let me quickly sketch here what the Temple of Wisdom’s modernist framing of 
Buddhism entails. At the temple, the diversity of Buddhist programs for youth is quite 
dizzying. During the week, the temple offers regular Buddhist, foreign languages, and 
life-skill classes (e.g., speaking in public). On Saturday, hundreds of young children, 
aged three to thirteen, attend the Saturday retreats. On Sunday, the temple welcomes 
hundreds of young adults for the Sunday youth and meditation retreats. All the while, the 
temple has recruited an extensive network of young Buddhist volunteers to help with the 
organization of its retreat activities and other social volunteering projects. All of these 
programs, however, are unified by one philosophical framework that consists of three 
dimensions of cultivation, namely đạo đức (sīla; morality), thiền định (samādhi; 
concentration or meditation), and trí tuệ (paññā; wisdom). The three dimensions of 
 
8 The concept of mê tín, or superstition, in Vietnam shares a similar origin to mixin in China and misin in 
Korea. The term was imported and translated from the Japanese meishin produced by the Japanese 
modernizing elite of the Meiji era, who drew on the European system of classification of knowledge in the 
late 19th century (Endres 2011: 160; Goossaert and Palmer 2011: 50).  
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cultivation derive from the Noble Eightfold Path (Bát Chánh Đạo),9 the moral path 
espoused by the historical Buddha as a way to end all human sufferings. Within the 
Buddhist frameworks, one’s sufferings come from blind attachments to views, things, 
persons, desires, without one’s understanding that the nature of all existence is 
impermanence and non-self. These attachments lead to three unwholesome tendencies 
that undergird discontentment, namely tham (greed), sân (anger), and si (delusion). The 
more effort one puts in to cultivate the three moral dimensions above, the more control 
one has over the unwholesome tendencies, and the more peaceful one becomes.  
While this fundamental framework can be found in most introductory texts on 
Buddhism, either in Vietnam or elsewhere, it is not what most Vietnamese learn when 
they are first exposed to Buddhism. When children are taken to Buddhist temples in 
Vietnam by their family members, they tend to learn two things. One is the idea of 
karma, usually encapsulated in popular idioms like “gieo nhân nào gặt quả đó” or “ở 
hiền gặp lành, ở ác gặp ác” (the equivalent in English is “you reap what you sow”). The 
other is that the buddhas and bodhisattvas are powerful beings to whom one can pray and 
make wishes for protection, academic success, good health, etc. While the idea of karma 
is still retained, the moral tripartite of morality, concentration, and wisdom propagated at 
the Temple of Wisdom—ubiquitously visible on the temple’s architecture and 
uniforms—conveys a modernist message of self-actualization: it is you who can control 
 
9 The Noble Eightfold Path, or Bát Chánh Đạo, entails right understanding, right thought, right speech, 




   
 
your life, not the buddhas or bodhisattvas, and you need to make earnest efforts in ethical 
learning and cultivation.  
As I will show subsequently in each of the following ethnographic chapters, this 
imperative for ethical cultivation—developing one’s morality, concentration, and wisdom 
while eliminating greed, anger, and delusion—is constantly reinforced when youth 
participate in Buddhist classes and weekend retreats to gain fundamental knowledge of 
Buddhist teachings (Chapter 2), in meditation programs to observe their inner emotional 
working (Chapter 3), and in the Buddhist volunteering activities to foster a form of 
ethical citizenship (Chapter 4). These three categories of Buddhist programs and 
activities for youth constitute a systematic program to reconfigure the contours of lay 
Buddhist education in contemporary Vietnam. Together, I argue, they are aimed to 
fashion a new generation of Phật tử (lit: children of the Buddha), or lay Buddhists, who 
are not only reflexive of their Buddhist identity and subjectivity, but also active in 
contributing to the development of Buddhism. The construction of a youth-oriented 
Buddhism, particularly at the Temple of Wisdom, relies on one key ideological 
assumption that urban monastics have about youth: Not only do young people have the 
skills, knowledge, and willingness to transform and revitalize Vietnamese Buddhism 
from its current emphasis on devotional practices, it is also easier to educate young 
people into being modernist Buddhists than to re-educate older Buddhists and change 
their religious habits. Such an ideology thus proposes an alternative religious life-course 
opposed to the popular view of “trẻ vui nhà, già vui chùa” (youth have fun at home, 
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while the elderly at temples) in which Buddhist cultivation now becomes the domain of 
youth as well.  
In approaching the modernist, youth-oriented Buddhism at the Temple of Wisdom 
as a collaborative religious project between monastics and youth, I want to make two 
propositions about Buddhist youth religiosity. While one can see the emerging youth-
oriented Buddhism as indicative of what Nguyễn Đức Lộc and Nguyễn Quang Huy 
above referred to as youth’s “search for more holistic spiritual values,” lay Buddhist 
youths are not simply returning to some  old, unchanging moral traditions; rather, they 
are actively fashioning changes in Vietnamese Buddhism by the virtue of their 
participation in the different Buddhist programs. Youth’s varied skills, knowledge, and 
lived experiences, including their different socio-emotional struggles, present Buddhist 
monastics and institutions with the need to reconfigure and reshape Buddhist teachings, 
practices, and pedagogies correspondingly. More importantly, the diversity of youth’s 
lived experiences and dispositions means that lay Buddhist youth will engage with the 
emerging youth-oriented Buddhism with varying levels of attentiveness, consistency, 
attunements, and identifications (Hefner 2019: 148). Taking cue from recent scholarship 
on Muslim ethical subjectivities, particularly among Muslim youth (Deeb and Harb 2013; 
Ibrahim 2018; Schielke 2009, 2015; Smith-Hefner 2019), that poses a critique to earlier 
scholarly portrayal of Islamic pietist movements as producing an inherently consistent 
virtuous self (Mahmood 2005; Hirschkind 2006), I recognize the plurality of Buddhist 
youth’s subjectivities, both inside and outside of the youth-oriented Buddhism project. As 
Buddhist youth engage with and navigate different social fields and ethical normativities, 
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modernist Buddhism and its vision of Buddhist subjectivity have to be imbricated, 
entangled, and articulated with not only youth’s diverse aspirations, informed in part by 
the market economy, but also the state’s discourse and structure of religious governance 
in post-Đổi Mới Vietnam (cf. Hefner 2016).  
 
Buddhist Piety and the New Middle-Class in Vietnam 
The Đổi Mới economic reforms of 1986 marked Vietnam’s important shift from a 
centrally planned economy to a “market economy with a socialist orientation,” or market 
socialism in short. Scholars of Vietnam have documented two important socio-cultural 
and economic developments following the implementation of the economic reforms: the 
emergence of a new Vietnamese “middle-class” and the remarkable resurgence of 
religious activities, rituals, and practices (Bélanger et al. 2012; King et al. 2008; Luong 
2003; Malarney 2002, 2003; Taylor 2004a, 2007). These developments provide the 
essential context in which one can make sense of the ideologies that undergird the 
emerging youth-oriented Buddhism in contemporary Ho Chi Minh City.  
As Danièle Bélanger and colleagues observe, the Vietnamese “middle-class” has 
a long history dating back to the French colonial period, when a native bourgeois class 
came into being as the result of the engagement of local Vietnamese with the French 
colonial state, transnational entrepreneurial endeavors, and their acquisition of Western 
education and access to different forms of professional careers (2012: 3; also see 
Jamieson 1993; Marr 1984; Peycam 2013). With the rise and victories of the Northern 
socialist government over the French in 1954 and over the U.S.-backed Republic of 
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Vietnam (RVN) in South Vietnam in 1975, the development of Vietnamese middle-class 
was interrupted by a series of high socialist restructuring programs, first in North 
Vietnam from 1954-1986 and in South Vietnam from 1975-1986. The socialist state 
enforced collectivization in agriculture, took control of industries, while implementing 
strict prohibitions on private trading and accumulation. In northern, but especially 
southern Vietnam, individuals and families identified with the bourgeois class and the 
RVN government had their private properties confiscated and were sent to re-education 
camps (Hoang 2016; Jamieson 1993).         
With the implementation of the Đổi Mới economic reforms in 1986, Vietnam 
witnessed the “discontinuation of state pricing and rationing, the revival of small-scale 
trading, downsizing of the state sector (with massive layoffs), and the eventual 
flourishing of the private sector (comprising both domestic and foreign-owned firms) 
complete with a stock market” (Bélanger et al. 2012: 5). The proliferation of access to 
globalized forms of socio-economic resources, professional opportunities, and capitalist 
consumption encouraged the display and embodiment of class distinctions, particularly 
among residents of urban centers like Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. The middle-class in 
post-reform Vietnam shares with its counterparts in other East and Southeast Asian 
contexts many similarities, including their diverse social origins, their interest in social 
mobility through higher education and white-collar professions, certain degrees of 
reliance on state-led modernization, and their connections to the government 
(Gainsborough 2002; Hattori et al. 2003; Chua 2000; King 2008; Li Cheng 2010). In Ho 
Chi Minh City, despite the generally shared focus on materialistic consumption and 
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adopting lifestyles that are “modern,” aligning them closer to the wealthy and 
distinguishing them from the poor (Bélanger et al. 2012: 9), the middle-class is highly 
fragmented, with certain segments scrutinized and others valorized by the state.  
As Ann Marie Leshkowich observes in her study of women traders in Ho Chi 
Minh City, following the reforms, the middle-class experienced intense anxiety over 
wealth accumulation and new business activities, particularly “in a new structural context 
in which political and popular support for their accumulation is neither naturalized nor 
commonsensical” (2014: 180). While salaried professionals, many of whom came from 
revolutionary families and owed their education to the state, avoided accusation of 
exploitation, large-scale entrepreneurs, who had political connections and contributed to 
job creation, were valorized for their role in advancing the country’s economy. Small-
scale female traders, on the contrary, were criticized for only benefitting themselves and 
their families, and this “old middle class of petty traders” was perceived as “culturally 
backward” by the new middle-class composed mainly of the aforementioned well-
educated professionals and successful entrepreneurs (ibid: 182; see also Earl 2014: 17 for 
the distinction).  
The distinctions between different segments of the Vietnamese middle-class carry 
over to the religious sphere. The remarkable resurgence of religious activities following 
the economic reforms of 1986 stemmed from, on the one hand, a shift in the state’s 
political framing of the place of religion in public culture (a development that I will 
explain in the next section), and on the other hand, a changing economic landscape that 
revitalized connections with the supernatural. While the market economy allowed for the 
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accruement of economic capital that could be used for ritual expenditures and restoration 
of religious sites, it also engendered new forms of socio-economic, political, and 
existential anxieties. Since the early 1990s, traders, businessowners, professionals, and 
even at times, state officials have been praying, making lavish offerings to, and engaging 
in transactional relationships with a wide range of (trans)local deities, goddesses, 
buddhas and bodhisattvas, as well as consulting with fortune tellers and spirit mediums 
(Endres 2011; Leshkowich 2014; Luong 2003; Malarney 2002; Nguyen Thi Hien 2002; 
Salemink 2015; Soucy 2012; Taylor 2004a, 2007).  
Despite the popularity and ubiquity of these religious practices among a wide 
range of “middle-class” urban residents, they have been criticized by the state, modernist 
religious actors, and educated professionals as wasteful, superstitious, and backward. 
Instead of engaging in propitiation of spirits and deities, as Leshkowich shows in another 
article, successful female entrepreneurs attempt to distinguish themselves from their petty 
trader counterparts by appealing to modernist Buddhism that focuses on ethical 
cultivation and religious learning (2006). On the one hand, modernist Buddhism’s 
emphasis on study and reflection allows female entrepreneurs to cultivate virtues that are 
in line with the Vietnamese framework of female propriety (cf. Pettus 2003; Rydstrøm 
2003). On the other hand, it allows these entrepreneurs to attribute their financial success 
to their virtuous cultivation, hard work, and reputations as moral women, rather than to 
the stigmatized belief in supernatural assistance (ibid: 302-304).  
My research on the Temple of Wisdom and its religious project of constructing a 
modernist, youth-oriented Buddhism extends these earlier works on the middle-class and 
 22 
 
   
 
their religiosity in two important ways. To begin with, the increasing popularization of 
modernist Buddhist programs among well-educated youth that I observed during my 
fieldwork signifies not only the development of a different form of religiosity, but also 
changes to how religious institutions are connecting with the middle-class. As discussed 
above, the Temple of Wisdom’s modernist agendas of creating a new generation of lay 
Buddhists engender a shift from popular “conspicuous devotion” through ritual 
expenditures (Soucy 2012: 142) to a stronger emphasis on pious self-cultivation through 
Buddhist study, meditation, and social volunteerism. This resonates with Leshkowich’s 
findings among successful women entrepreneurs in the early 2000s. The big difference in 
my case study is that such modernist Buddhist agendas are being popularized among a 
much younger population, many of whom are still in schools and universities or who 
have finished higher education but have not fully established themselves socially and 
economically. The substantial number of youths participating in Buddhist programs in 
recent years also suggests that these young people are attracted to and actively 
contributing to this reconfiguration of Buddhist religiosity. This means that religious 
piety is figuring more and more prominently in the lived experiences of the new 
(aspirational) middle-class in Vietnam (for a similar trend in other Asian contexts, see 
Ibrahim 2018; Smith-Hefner 2019 for Indonesia; Kim 2016 for South Korea). While 
previous studies have focused exclusively on capitalist consumption, professional 
lifestyles, and leisure culture as the hallmarks of distinctions for the new Vietnamese 
middle-class (Earl 2014; King et al. 2008), I argue that we need to consider how religious 
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piety becomes interwoven with and also configures youth’s aspirations for social 
mobility.  
In doing so, I also want to draw attention to the increasingly central role of 
religious institutions in reconfiguring the contours of the new middle-class in Vietnam. 
Studies on the resurgence of religious activities in post-Đổi Mới Vietnam cited above 
have focused predominantly on the perspectives of Vietnamese engaging in religious 
rituals to seek spiritual assistance and navigate socio-economic and political anxieties 
generated by the market and changing state policies. However, the extent to which 
Vietnamese religious institutions themselves actively shape and inform the religious 
sensibilities and behaviors of the middle-class in order to realize different religious 
agendas and impact public ethics remains undertheorized. As I will show, while the 
Temple of Wisdom does not explicitly refer to itself as “middle-class,” its modernist 
architecture and religious orientation, extensive utilization of new technology and social 
media, and incorporation of modern accounting techniques in its educational and social 
volunteering programs communicate a clear “distinction” from other Buddhist temples 
(Bourdieu 1984). Plus, the majority of participants in the temple’s program are well-
educated youth, young professionals, and successful entrepreneurs. At the same time, to 
engage with a much wider public and to widely propagate its modernist Buddhist 
agendas, the temple has to reframe these ostensible marks of distinction by drawing on 
and incorporating Buddhist ethical discourses of interdependence, compassion, and non-
self into all of its educational, meditation, and social volunteering programs for youth. 
Performance and embodiments of socio-economic and educational distinctions, in other 
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words, can be desirable and ethical as long as they are contributing to the propagation of 
the “right view” of Buddhism (chánh pháp) and to the services of humanity (phụng sự 
nhân sinh) to reduce sufferings. As such, the Temple of Wisdom, I argue, espouses a 
vision of a “pious Buddhist middle-class” in which aspirations for socio-economic 
mobility are deeply “entangled” with the cultivation of Buddhist virtues and community 
(Lempert 2013).  
To a large extent, this formulation of a “pious Buddhist middle-class” normalizes 
middle-class-ness by providing a frame of how to be ethical in ways legible and 
acceptable to both modernist Buddhism and market socialism. Even though I draw on the 
notion of the “middle-class” to highlight the temple’s performance of distinctions and to 
bring religious piety into the theoretical discussion of the new Vietnamese middle-class, I 
want to caution that not all forms of participation in Buddhist programs at the temple are 
perceived by youth as having a goal or aim of creating “distinction.” In many cases, 
youth see participation in Buddhist programs as a way to foster friendship, community, 
and to find alternative conceptions of happiness and well-being that are not driven by 
economic imperatives of market socialism. While one can read these claims as 
perpetuating a kind of new middle-class ethical sensibilities (in the sense that, the new 
young middle-class aspire, dream, and hope differently from their parents’ or 
grandparents’ generations and engage with religion differently), it is important to take 
into account youth’s convictions and narratives that not all aspirations and experiences 
have to be “classed.” At the very least, it is precisely the identification of these Buddhist 
programs with something different from the “rat race” and the “competition” of market 
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socialism that drives youth to these programs in the first place. While some youth might 
be disenchanted with or even openly contest the classed character of some of the 
Buddhist programs at the Temple of Wisdom, their striving for an alternative way of 
living and their convictions that Buddhism has something to offer remain essential in 
youth’s narratives and experiences with Buddhist ethical cultivation. 
 
Buddhist Public and the Politics of Culture 
At the Temple of Wisdom (but also at other Buddhist temples and networks in the 
city), the growing attraction and participation of the young (aspirational) middle-class in 
Buddhism can be observed visibly and publicly. On the one hand, as I will show in 
Chapter 2, the Temple of Wisdom utilizes a wide range of online social media channels, 
including websites, Facebook, and YouTube, to live-broadcast its programs and 
activities, including Buddhist classes, marriage ceremonies, volunteering activities, and 
religious pilgrimages. While it is not the only Buddhist temple in Vietnam that capitalizes 
on social media for the purpose of Dharma propagation,10 the Temple of Wisdom has 
been one of the pioneers in terms of its extensive and sophisticated use of social media. 
On the other hand, the modernist, youth-oriented Buddhism propagated at the Temple of 
Wisdom has traveled outside of the confines of the temple. While the Temple’s young 
volunteers in their signature orange uniforms can be seen cleaning local streets, giving 
 
10 During my fieldwork, it seems that almost all major Buddhist temples in Ho Chi Minh City had at least 
one Facebook page. The National Vietnam Buddhist Sangha, in May 2019, officially inaugurated BUTTA 
(https://www.butta.vn/), the official Buddhist social media network of the Sangha for “all of the Buddhist 
communities” in Vietnam, where Buddhists can find the most updated information about the activities and 
policies of the Sangha, as well as Buddhist programs and activities across the country.   
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gifts to the local poor during important national holidays, or parading in bicycle during 
the celebration of Vesak (the Buddhist festival in May that celebrates the birth, 
enlightenment, and passing away of the historical Buddha), its monastics organize 
meditation programs and give Dharma lectures at local public and private universities, as 
well as private businesses and hospitals. All of these Buddhist “public engagements” 
contribute to the formation of what I earlier call an emerging middle-class, Vietnamese 
Buddhist public. In analyzing the relationship of this emerging Buddhist public to the 
larger structure of religious governance in late-socialist Vietnam, I want to draw on 
recent insights from the anthropology of morality and ethics (Laidlaw 2002, 2014; Keane 
2016; Zigon 2007, 2008) to examine “public religion” and its relationship to what Tam 
Ngo and Justine Quijada refers to as “state-sponsored atheist secularism” (2015: 5).  
Since the 1970s, scholars of religion have noted a strong resurgence of religion 
across different nation-states. This has led to the need to revise the modernization and 
secularization theories proposed by Max Weber in the early 20th century that predicted 
the decline of religion as the result of modernization, urbanization, and the development 
of capitalism and technology (Weber 1904 [2011]). Since Jose Casanova’s influential re-
articulation of the theory of secularization as entailing three separate theses (the 
differentiation thesis; the decline of religion thesis; and the privatization of religion 
thesis) (1994), a large body of literature has emerged to explore secularism as a cultural 
system with its own substance (rather than simply seeing secularism as the mere absence 
of religion) (Asad 2003; Calhoun et al. 2011; Mahmood 2016; Taylor  2007). This body 
of literature has highlighted, on the one hand, the importance of differentiating between 
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secularism, secularization, and secularity, and on the other hand, the diversity of 
secularisms and patterns of state-religion-society across both democratic and non-
democratic nation states (Bowen 2010; Casanova 2009; Kuru 2009; Stepan 2011). 
However, as Ngo and Quijada point out in their introduction to the edited volume, 
Atheist Secularism and its Discontent: A Comparative Study of Religion and Communism 
in Eurasia, the studies of secularism and secularization have tended to focus on the 
Western world and/or on Christianity and Islam, a focus that “risks re-inscribing” the 
ideological presumptions of secularism that posit religion as a matter of “beliefs” (2015: 
5). The two authors thus identify a need to bring into the scholarly conversations Western 
secularism’s twin, namely state-sponsored atheist secularism of the former and current 
communist countries, particularly in Asian contexts. Ngo and Quijada argue that the lack 
of consideration of state-sponsored atheist secularism is the product of Cold War 
discourses, which posit the secular West as a “champion of religious freedom in contrast 
to the repressive atheism of communist states” (ibid: 6; Grimshaw 2011). To seriously 
consider communism as a form of secularism and a politico-historical project, Ngo and 
Quijada urge scholars to critically re-examine three assumptions, namely that (1) 
communism repressed religion, (2) communist ideology is like a religion, and (3) religion 
in currently and former Communist countries is an expression of ethno-national identity 
(ibid: 8-15).  
While atheism and efforts to eradicate religion were enforced by many communist 
regimes throughout history, the extreme examples of which were the Cultural Revolution 
in China or the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, studies from many different contexts have 
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shown that the effectiveness of communist anti-religious campaigns is highly uneven, and 
that religion continues to thrive in different forms (Bernstein 2013; Chau 2006; Ghodsee 
2010; Luehrmann 2011; Rogers 2009; Weller 2001). In their endeavors to establish 
control over all social space, communist states do not institute the separation of church 
and state; rather, they regulate, co-opt, and absorb religion instead of excluding them 
from the public sphere (Ngo and Quijada 2015: 9). In the case of Vietnam, religious 
institutions and communities were mobilized by communist forces, with varying degrees 
of success, to support their struggles against French colonialism and U.S.-backed South 
Vietnam (Werner 2015: 35-42). During the period of high socialism following the end of 
the war in 1975, despite the Communist state’s endeavors to restrict religious activities to 
government-approved religious institutions, destroy religious altars and ritual objects, and 
repurpose religious spaces as agricultural cooperatives, local Vietnamese, especially 
women, continued to covertly perform religious rites or congregate in private homes to 
practice Buddhist chanting (Malarney 2002: 51; 2003: 232). With the advent of the 
economic reforms in 1986, Vietnam witnessed a resurgence of religious programs and 
activities, with many religious sites and institutions growing in size and scope. Aspects of 
religious practices like ancestor and hero worships, spirit possession cults, mediumship, 
which were forbidden during the collectivization period, are now celebrated by the state 
as representing the “fine historical, cultural values and social ethics [of Vietnam]” 
(Nguyen Minh Quang 2005 cited in Werner 2015; also see Endres 2011 for the 
heritagization of sprit mediumship in Vietnam). However, as Kirsten Endres points out, 
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only cultural values congruent with socialist ideology and revolutionary history are 
highlighted and embraced (2002: 314).  
As Ngo and Quijada warn, the resurgence or revival of religion in many late-
socialist or post-socialist countries after their shifts away from the socialist centralized 
economy should not be understood simply as religion’s providing an alternative moral 
structure to resist the communist state or filling an “ideological vacuum” left behind by 
the failed socialist agendas (2015: 10; cf. Hann 2010). Such an understanding, the two 
authors argue, treats “religion” and “socialist ideology” as having the same function, thus 
the second assumption above that “communist ideology is like a religion.” In the context 
of Vietnam, a late-socialist country where the communist party still retains much socio-
political (and even in some cases, economic) control11, the treatment of religious revival 
as resistance to the state or filling an ideological gap obscures the different modalities of 
state-religion-society interactions. The economic reforms of 1986 entailed a growing 
emphasis on “cultural nationalism,” where the focus on preserving Vietnamese culture 
against foreign market influences became a central imperative alongside the previous 
 
11 The designation of post-socialism originates from the scholarship that deals with the political and 
economic situation of Eastern Europe leading to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. The term is 
found in what Katherine Verdery (1996) refers to as the “big bang” theory of socialism’s collapse, which 
contends that the decomposition of the Communist state necessarily results in socio-economic organization 
and modes of subjectivity increasingly conforming to capitalist logics. However, scholarship on post-
socialism since 1996 has complicated the entrenched political dualisms and the “big bang” narrative of 
transition by examining not only important continuities between socialist and post-socialist societies, but 
also novel co-imbrications of socialist and post-socialist subjectivities and social organizations (Berdahl 
1999: 10). In the context of Vietnam, I follow Bélanger and Barbieri in arguing that the term “post-
socialism” is not entirely appropriate because while Vietnam has joined the market economy, it is still very 
much run by a Communist Party that maintains monopolistic control over formal political matters (2003: 
36). A more fitting term would be “late-socialism,” that is, the combination of socialist bureaucracy and 
state apparatus and of market mechanisms regulating the economy (Bélanger and Barbieri 2009: 36). 
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developmentalist agendas of the high socialism period (Luong 2007: 445-46; Taylor 
2004a: 47-48). This emphasis on “Vietnamese culture” has allowed for the popularization 
of different forms of religious practices that used to be heavily restricted, as previously 
mentioned. While the stance of “religion as part of Vietnamese culture” has furthered the 
state’s regulation of and intervention in how religion should be performed, it 
simultaneously has opened a new channel for religious institutions to engage, influence, 
and even shape state’s policies regarding religious and cultural governance. As such, in 
the case of Vietnam, the revival of religion is not a return to previous ethno-nationalist 
sentiments that were supposedly triumphed by socialist developmentalism;12 rather, 
religion is working alongside state secularism to construct “national Vietnamese culture.” 
The project of fashioning a middle-class Vietnamese Buddhist public, one that 
promotes a vision of modernist, youth-oriented Buddhism, at the Temple of Wisdom, I 
argue, has to be understood as an urban Buddhist engagement with state secularism, 
particularly as encapsulated in its market socialist developmentalism, and the concern 
over Vietnamese culture. Thus far, I have argued that the Temple of Wisdom propagates 
an understanding of Buddhism that emphasizes Buddhist scholastic study and ethical 
cultivation, while de-emphasizing the centrality of devotional, so-called “superstitious” 
beliefs and rituals. In catering its programs mainly to the young, aspirational middle-
 
12 This third assumption—that religion is an expression of supposedly abolished ethno-nationalist 
identities—is more relevant to the context of the countries of the former Soviet Union (Ngo and Quijada 
2015: 13). In Vietnam, even during the period of “high socialism,” the Communist state was very much 
concerned with the reconfiguration of Vietnamese identity and culture (Luong 2007; Malarney 2002, 
2003). Much of this had to deal with the ideological foundation of the Vietnamese Communist revolution 
rooted in anti-colonial struggle (Marr 1984; Tai 1992).  
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class, the temple forges a connection between modernist Buddhism and middle-class 
sensibilities by imbricating Buddhist ethical cultivation with youth’s market-driven 
aspirations. The religious goal of such an effort is to reshape Buddhist religiosity and to 
form a generation of modernist, middle-class young Buddhists. By emphasizing 
modernist Buddhism as the moral foundation for the new Vietnamese middle-class, the 
Temple of Wisdom draws on the socialist state’s critiques against superstitions.  
As I will show, particularly in Chapter 2, this attack against “superstitious” 
practices is also taking on a nationalist overtone. At the Temple of Wisdom, practices like 
conspicuous ancestor worship, the burning of votive paper, astrology, or giving offerings 
to alleviate the bad effects of inauspicious stars are relegated as belonging to Chinese 
Confucianism and Daoism, and thus should not be a part of Vietnamese Buddhism or 
even Vietnamese “beautiful customs and worthy traditions” (thuần phong mỹ tục) (  
Endres 2002). In Vietnam, where the tradition of tam giáo (Chinese: 三教), or three 
teachings, which treats Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism as a harmonious whole, 
has long been celebrated, the endeavor of the Temple of Wisdom (but also of many other 
urban temples in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City) to carve out a separate “Vietnamese 
Buddhism” and purify it of Chinese religious influences represents a new development. I 
trace this purification imperative to geo-political tensions between China and Vietnam 
within the last decade that have led to the rise of anti-China sentiments across Vietnam 
(Kerkvliet 2019). Comparing to Catholicism and Protestantism that are still seen as 
“foreign influences” by the state (Ngo 2009; 2016), Buddhism is valorized as an essential 
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component of the national Vietnamese culture, and thus, the Vietnam Buddhist 
establishment has occupied a central role in the construction and purification of 
Vietnamese identity amidst the anti-China fervor. As Chapter 2 will demonstrate, the 
anti-China debate has provided an opportunity for the Buddhist institutions to advance 
their religious agendas as well, among which is the endeavor to secure Buddhism as the 
majority religion in Vietnam.13 To bolster the standing and legitimacy of Vietnamese 
Buddhism,  monastics in Ho Chi Minh City have to draw on Buddhist traditions from 
other Buddhist heartlands, particularly Theravada traditions from Thailand and Burma, 
and fashion an image of Vietnamese Buddhism as a “cosmopolitan” tradition.  
Of course, as I have shown in the beginning of this chapter, the project of crafting 
a middle-class Vietnamese Buddhist public is not just between the Buddhist institutions 
and the state. Young lay Buddhists are part of the conversation as well. In fact, I argue 
that lay Buddhist youths are the central constituents who on the one hand, are the 
“targets” of both the state and Buddhist institutions, and on the other hand, contribute to 
the actualization of the religious project. Central to the construction of the middle-class 
Vietnamese Buddhist public are the dialogic relationships among the triad of state-
Buddhism-youth (Luong 1994; Malarney 1996). Similar to Edyta Roszko in her study of 
the “triad of confrontation” among state-Buddhist institution-fishing village in Central 
 
13 While the majority of Vietnamese often engage in Buddhist practices or go to Buddhist temples for 
devotional practices, people generally do not identify themselves as “lay Buddhists.” This is partially due to 
the fact that conspicuous religious identifications, for example on one’s national ID, continue to carry 
political stigmas and might prevent an individual from getting jobs in the state sector. The National 
Vietnam Buddhist Sangha in recent years has grown concerned about this, particularly with what many 
monastics perceive as the increase in Christian conversion in Vietnam (Ngo 2016).    
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Vietnam, I approach the dialogic relationships among state-Buddhism-youth not as 
deliberations among monolithic entities, but as those among “heterogenous actors 
representing different and often conflicting ideas and disciplines” (2019: 186; see also 
Salemink 2013; Harms 2011, 2012; Taylor 2007). As Philip Taylor reminds us, dialogues 
among different groups with shared interests or problems are sometimes more important 
than dialogues with the state (2007: 14; see also 2004a). The configuration of the new 
Vietnamese Buddhist public, while needing to take state discourses into account, does not 
have to be about the state, politics, or even the market economy at all times.  
To illuminate the dynamics of the dialogic relationships among the state, Buddhist 
institutions, and youth, I conceptualize the Vietnamese Buddhist public by drawing on 
certain dimensions of what Charles Hirschkind refers to as the “Islamic counterpublic” 
(2001; 2006), while simultaneously departing from a few of its characterizations. In his 
study of the consumption of cassette-recorded sermons of popular Islamic teachers 
among Muslim men in Cairo’s lower-middle- and lower-class neighborhoods, Hirschkind 
documents how the practice of sermon listening, as part of the Islamic revival movement, 
constituted an arena in which Cairenes learn, debate, cultivate, and orient themselves and 
others around them to abide by Islamic moral standards (2006: 22-23). Sermon audition, 
as Hirschkind argues, is approached as “a disciplinary practice geared to ethical self-
improvement” through the “cultivation and training of certain forms of will, desire, 
emotion, and reason, conceived of as intellectual and bodily aptitudes or virtues that 
enable Muslims to act correctly as Muslims in accord with orthodox standards of Islamic 
piety” (2001: 10). As such, the public arena constituted by the practice of sermon 
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listening, the “Islamic counterpublic,” challenges the bifurcation of the public sphere as 
either “a deliberative space of argument and contestation between individuals” or “a 
normative space for community-driven virtue” (Hirschkind 2006: 105-106; cf. Habermas 
1962; Warner 2002). 14 In other words, Hirschkind’s Islamic counterpublic is predicated 
on the interdependency of deliberation and discipline: public debates result in embodied 
pious sensibilities. 
The emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public that I theorize in this dissertation is 
one that also combines both deliberative and disciplinary modes of engagement. While 
designed with the aim to propagate Buddhist teachings and shape a modernist Buddhist 
subjectivity, the Temple of Wisdom’s Buddhist classes and retreats (Chapter 2), 
meditation programs (Chapter 3), and social volunteering activities (Chapter 4) 
encourage participants to critically reflect on how Buddhist ethics can be understood and 
applied to their lives, and how they can become better Buddhists. This Buddhist public is 
constituted, however, not just by listening to discourses and debates. Meditation, for 
example, presents an inward-looking, non-discursivized, ethical practice that when 
performed collectively, I argue in Chapter 3, constitute a silent, yet powerful, mode of 
 
14 Hirschkind sees this bifurcation reflecting of “a tendency within liberal thought to view the individual as 
necessarily in conflict with the community and the forms of collective discipline that undergird it” (2006: 
106). This portrayal of “liberal thought” by Hirschkind, and more extensively by Mahmood (2005), has 
been criticized subsequently for its homogenous reading of “liberalism.” In The Subject of Virtue: An 
Anthropology of Ethics, for example, James Laidlaw argues that both Mahmood and Hirschkind failed to 
account for the diversity of “liberal conception of freedom” and thus risked oversimplifying, as well as 
conflating, the variegated conceptualizations of “autonomy” as individualistic independence and as self-
consistency (2014: 138-167). In the case of Mahmood’s study of the women Islamic pietist movement in 
Egypt, Laidlaw suggests, this resulted in her “equivocation between saying that women in the piety 
movement attain a distinctive, non-liberal kind of freedom, and saying that they attain quite other values 
than freedom” (2014: 142).  
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socio-political engagement. Buddhist volunteerism in Chapter 4 proposes yet another 
way to actualize the Buddhist teachings of compassion and non-self that emphasizes 
enactments of willingness and sacrifice, rather than discursive debate and learning. As 
with Hirschkind’s Islamic counterpublic, the emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public is not 
limited to the confines of Buddhist institutions (even though these institutions play an 
essential role in its formulation): it is constituted whenever and wherever individuals 
“enter into that form of discourse” and/or participate in modes of ethical sociability (e.g., 
engaging in mindfulness practices individually or collectively) oriented towards 
improving the morality and well-being of society as a whole (Hirschkind 2001: 13).  
At the same time, the emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public I am engaging with 
differs from Hirschkind’s Islamic counterpublic in important ways. Hirschkind utilizes 
the term “counterpublic” to describe an arena that is not easily accommodated within the 
public sphere constructed by the modern Egyptian nation-state and the market. According 
to Hirschkind, the Islamic movement draws on the “universalist discourses of the Islamic 
tradition to create a form of community and identity that traverses the moral and 
geographic boundaries of the nation” (2001: 25). In the context of late-socialist Vietnam 
where the communist state and its atheist secularism continue to control and have a 
strong presence in the public sphere, the emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public I am 
theorizing needs to operate within the state’s framework of religious governance 
(Kurfürst 2012; Norlund 2007). Moreover, Buddhism is different from Islam in that it 
lacks a vision of a transnational Buddhist moral community. Even though international 
ties among Buddhists and Buddhist institutions are growing (evidenced, for example, by 
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the Temple of Wisdom’s incorporation of Thai and Burmese meditation into their 
programs), Thomas Borchert notes that Buddhist Sanghas are still governed by different 
national governments, on the one hand, and that Asian Buddhists have not understood the 
tradition in the same way, on the other (2007; 2017). The Buddhist establishment in 
Vietnam, as I have shown above, shares an interest with the state in configuring the 
national culture, and the state also looks favorably on Buddhism as an essential 
component of the Vietnamese culture.15Additionally, in calling the emerging Buddhist 
public “middle-class,” I want to emphasize that urban Buddhist institutions, like the 
Temple of Wisdom, do not refrain from engaging with the market economy either. They 
might be critical of the immorality and greed engendered by the market, but they also 
embrace economic development as an essential condition for the growth of Vietnamese 
Buddhism.  
As such, the emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public is not oppositional to the 
Vietnamese state and its hegemonic “secular” public sphere, as well as to the market 
economy. Rather, within this Buddhist public, Buddhist ethics are complexly entangled 
and co-imbricated with other “moral registers,” including those informed by market 
socialism and nationalism. In developing and implementing the Buddhist programs at the 
Temple of Wisdom, monastics and youth engage in a project of “ethical coordination” 
 
15 The Temple of Wisdom where I conducted my research belongs to the National Vietnam Buddhist 
Sangha (Giáo Hội Phật Giáo Việt Nam), the only state-sanctioned Buddhist organization that represents the 
interest of Buddhist communities nationwide. There are, however, certain Buddhist institutions in Vietnam 
that are still affiliated with the Vietnam Unified Buddhist Church (Giáo Hội Phật Giáo Việt Nam Thống 
Nhất) (VUBC). Established in 1964 in South Vietnam, the VUBC since the Communist victory in 1975 has 
not been recognized by the Vietnamese Communist government as a legitimate organization. The VUBC, 
however, continues to have a strong presence among the overseas Vietnamese communities in the United 
States and Europe.  
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that brings together Buddhist ethical values, market socialist imperatives, and nationalist 
identity into a kind of “morality system” (Keane 2016: 200). This project of ethical 
coordination, as I will show, is never quite complete, and it continues to unfold as 
Buddhist monastics, lay youth, and the state engage in constant negotiation and dialogues 
amidst new socio-political changes. At the level of the individual lay Buddhist youth who 
are a part of this Buddhist public, ethical cultivation is also a process of recognizing, 
navigating, and coordinating multiple ethical normativities in relation to their diverse life 
experiences and aspirations. Not all youth thus find every aspect of the modernist, youth-
oriented Buddhism project appealing, and most youth struggle to engage in the 
cultivation of morality, concentration, and wisdom, while avoiding greed, anger, and 
delusion. In fact, greed and anger are sometimes how youth gain social standing and 
recognition in Vietnamese society. As James Laidlaw observes in his study of the 
religious lives of Jain families and communities, however, people’s ability to embody and 
realize religious virtues can become more robust, not less, when we “retain the ability to 
manage the conflicts between these and other demands through reflective and thoughtful 
self-direction” because there is no way to resolve conflicts indefinitely (1995; 2014: 168). 
Within the emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public, this also appears to be the case 
because a deep entanglement between different, often conflicting, ethical values is the 
norm, and not an exception.         
 
Ethnographic Research and Chapter Overview 
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I first encountered the Temple of Wisdom in late 2016 as I was driving my 
motorbike—the main means of transportation in Vietnam—through the busy city streets 
one afternoon. Located in a densely populated district of the city that is close to campuses 
of many major public universities, the Temple of Wisdom, from the outside, was not a 
super remarkable structure. Tightly trapped between a vegetarian restaurant and a shop 
selling Buddhist statues and ritual objects, the temple is a skinny, multi-storied structure, 
with only a small courtyard in front to accommodate the lone statute of Quan Âm 
(Guanyin, the Bodhisattva of Compassion), an incense urn, and a small ramp leading to a 
basement parking lot. The temple resembles most housing structures in Ho Chi Minh 
City: the lack of available space in this jam-packed city of close to 9 million people 
makes buildings, houses, and temples struggle for horizontal space, leading them to grow 
vertically instead.  
While I had heard of the temple from other monastics in the city previously, what 
made me decide to visit the temple that afternoon was a banner hung on the top of its 
heavy metal gate that read, “Retreat for Buddhist Youth.” Despite having grown up in a 
family that “follows” Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh City, I had never heard of any retreat for 
Buddhist youth, at least not in this part of the city, where I also used to attend the nearby 
elementary and high schools before moving to the United States for my study in 2008.  
My curiosity that day led me to join subsequent Sunday retreats and other 
educational programs for youth that the temple was offering. On the one hand, I 
continued to be amazed by the number of young people, who not only actively 
participated in Buddhist learning, but also volunteered to help out at the temple. On the 
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other hand, I was struck by the temple’s utilization of modern technology and methods of 
accounting and management. During retreats that I observed in the early phase of my 
research, Buddhist monks expertly employed video filming, PowerPoint slide shows, 
projectors and TV screens, and live-streaming over Facebook and YouTube. Youth 
volunteers and retreat participants had to wear the temple’s uniforms, and new 
participants had to register and receive a “membership” card for the temple to keep track 
of their retreat attendance. All of these factors signaled to me that the temple was creating 
a new form of Buddhist religiosity, one that had not yet been documented in the literature 
on Vietnamese religion that I had read before embarking on my fieldwork.  
My involvement with the Temple of Wisdom intensified when I was able to meet 
with the temple’s abbot in April 2017. A few weeks prior to this meeting, the Temple of 
Wisdom was offering a seven-day temporary ordination retreat for lay Buddhists or 
aspirant renunciants to experience the monastic lifestyle. While this form of temporary 
ordination is common in Theravada Buddhist countries like Thailand, Burma, Cambodia, 
Laos, and Sri Lanka, ordination in Mahayana Buddhist countries like China, Japan, 
Korea, and Vietnam is more of a “permanent” affair. Out of intrigue, I signed up to 
participate in this temporary ordination retreat. On day one of the retreat, my hair was 
shaven off, and I was given two sets of daily monastic robes and one set of ceremonial 
robes. The seven-day monastic experience was intense, as close to 200 of us participants 
shared a retreat schedule filled with daily Dharma lectures, meditation sessions, and 
chanting, starting at 4:30 am. At the end of the retreat, before leaving the temple to return 
to my lay life, I was able to catch the abbot in between his meetings with other retreat 
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participants. I introduced myself as a Ph.D. candidate from the U.S. and talked to him 
about the research I was developing. Having earned a Ph.D. in Philosophy from India, the 
abbot appeared intrigued with my background, and he soon agreed to my conducting 
research at his temple. As I am writing and thinking back, my monk-like appearance at 
the time and the fact that I just participated in an intense seven-day retreat might have 
helped with the initial cultivation of my relationship with the abbot.  
In the subsequent months of my research, in addition to participant observation at 
the different educational programs and volunteering activities at the temple, I had the 
opportunity to contribute to various Buddhist projects. With my linguistic capacity, I was 
able to help with the translation of Buddhist materials from Vietnamese to English for the 
Vietnam Buddhist Research Institute in Ho Chi Minh City. The abbot at the time was one 
of the senior monastic lecturers and researchers at the institute, and he oversaw the 
organization of many international Buddhist conferences and events. In 2017 and 2019, I 
assisted the abbot with the organization of two large international Buddhist events, where 
I worked on translating and editing written materials, as well as communicating with 
international participants. The Temple of Wisdom also has an affiliated non-profit that 
administers various educational and philanthropic projects, including scholarship 
programs for university students and monastics, the publication of Buddhist materials, 
and fund-raising for poverty alleviation and disaster assistance. I was asked by the non-
profit management to serve as a consultant for some of these projects.  
Through my participation in Buddhist retreats, meditation programs, and 
volunteering activities at the temple, I developed close relationships with the temple’s 
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monastics, young participants, and people managing the non-profit. In addition to semi-
structured interviews and many informal conversations with Buddhist monks, temple’s 
patrons, and educators, I conducted longer in-depth interviews with thirteen Buddhist 
youth with whom I had developed close friendships. Having participated in Buddhist 
learning, meditation, and volunteering activities together, we shared many experiences, 
including moments of joy, laughter, and frustration. While much of our interaction was at 
programs connected to the temple, many of us also got together for coffee and karaoke, 
birthday celebrations, and weekend trips.  
The perspectives and experiences of Buddhist youth that I recounted in the 
subsequent chapters mainly stem from this key group of young interlocutors, though I 
also included comments and observations from many other lay Buddhists with whom I 
met and talked briefly. These longer interviews revolve around the individual youths’ life 
experiences and backgrounds, how they come to learn about Buddhism and the Temple 
of Wisdom, what motivates them to participate in Buddhist activities, and how Buddhism 
has shaped and changed their thinking on various aspects of daily lives, such as their 
aspirations, relationships with family, romance, and professional lives. While Buddhism 
was the consistent “variable” in these interviews, my interlocutors related their 
experiences in different ways and often interwove Buddhism into their narratives about 
themselves and their life-worlds.  
Although this dissertation mainly deals with the Temple of Wisdom and its 
activities, I will draw occasional comparisons with other Buddhist temples and networks 
where I spent a shorter amount of time during my fieldwork. The difficulty of doing 
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fieldwork in an urban setting like Ho Chi Minh City was that there were always 
something going on, and many Buddhist programs occurred around the same time, 
making it challenging for me as a researcher to observe multiple sites simultaneously. 
However, considering that many Buddhist institutions and networks have a strong online 
social media presence, I was able to gather bits and pieces of data from their online 
publications to complement my personal observations.  
Following the Temple of Wisdom’s “cultivation” triad of morality, concentration, 
and wisdom, I organize the subsequent chapters of the dissertation around three main 
types of programs offered at the Temple of Wisdom. Chapter 2 focuses on the temple’s 
campaign to “erase Buddhist illiteracy” (xóa nạn mù chữ Phật pháp) that encourages lay 
Buddhists to read and study Buddhist sutras from the classical Theravada Pali tipiṭaka 
and the Mahayana cannon, including the Sanskrit āgamas and selected sutras 
emphasizing the morality of lay Buddhists from the Taishō tripiṭaka, while avoiding 
“Chinese” superstitious practices. I trace how this campaign to erase Buddhist illiteracy 
builds upon some of the modernist imperatives of the Vietnamese Buddhist Revival since 
the 1920s. In addition to the temple’s endeavor to re-translate (using vernacular 
Vietnamese rather than Sino-Vietnamese) and recompile Buddhist sutras for lay 
Buddhists’ consumption, it offers a multitude of educational programs for youth, 
including weekly Buddhist classes and weekend retreats. The temple relies on youth’s 
knowledge of new technology, social media, and popular culture to render these 
programs appealing to young people. While paying attention to the different modalities of 
circulation and propagation of Buddhist Dharma, this chapter also situates the 
 43 
 
   
 
reconfiguration of Buddhist knowledge and lay Buddhist education in relation to the 
geopolitical tensions between Vietnam and China that have led to the rise of anti-China 
sentiments across the country.  
While the temple’s emphasis on Buddhist scholasticism resonates with many 
well-educated youths, others find the focus on Buddhist knowledge dry and lacking in 
emotional appeal. Chapter 3 deals with another modality of Buddhist ethical cultivation, 
namely Buddhist meditation, that allows youth to confront their psycho-emotional 
concerns. I situate the popularization of Buddhist meditation in Ho Chi Minh City in 
relation to the rise of public attention to youth’s mental health in recent years and the 
proliferation of psychology as a field of knowledge and practice. Mindfulness meditation 
programs at the Temple of Wisdom draws on two genealogies of meditation, namely the 
Theravada vipassanā meditation from Burma and Thailand and the Plum Village Order of 
the famous Vietnamese Zen Master Thích Nhất Hạnh. In examining the discourses 
around mental cultivation and the experiences of youth as they participate in meditation, I 
argue that the rise of meditation constitutes an alternative, present-centric modality of 
political engagement in an urban space where future-oriented market imperatives are 
growing in intensity.  
While the first two dimensions, the reformulation of Buddhist knowledge and the 
cultivation of mindfulness, represent an endeavor to shape a new Buddhist subjectivity, 
Buddhist voluntary activities and programs are sites where one gets to see the new 
Vietnamese Buddhists in action. Chapter 4 examines Buddhist volunteerism and social 
engagement programs as the remaining modality of ethical cultivation. I focus this 
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chapter on how Buddhist volunteerism provides Vietnamese youth an alternative channel 
of socio-political engagement to those provided by the Communist youth leagues. It is 
through voluntary and social engagement programs that one can see, on the one hand, 
how Buddhist ethics become entangled with market socialist conception of citizenship 
and personhood, and on the other, the limitations of Buddhist ethical discourses of 
compassion, interdependence, and non-self. In this chapter, I also offer an analysis of 
how “engaged Buddhism” in contemporary late-socialist Vietnam, while continuing to 
build on key imperatives of the Buddhist movement in the 1960s, demonstrates marked 
differences from its original formulation during the Vietnam War.  
In the conclusion, I bring together the different strands of the study to offer a 
critical reflection on the place of modernist, middle-class Vietnamese Buddhism in the 
formulation of public ethics in Vietnam. I provide an analysis of how the modernist 
Buddhist public relates to other alternative interpretations of Buddhism and to what 
extent it can reshape religious governance in Vietnam. Additionally, I want to conclude 
with some comparative assessments between Vietnam and other East and Southeast 
Asian contexts, particularly with regard to the rise of youth religiosity, to discern 
















“ERASING BUDDHIST ILLITERACY:”  
RECONFIGURING BUDDHIST KNOWLEDGE AND PEDAGOGIES 
 
 
One Sunday morning, I was sitting with one of the monks in the guest room on the 
first floor of Temple of Wisdom, a Buddhist temple in Ho Chi Minh City where many 
educational activities and programs for youth are organized weekly. On this Sunday, a 
retreat for young adults was taking place in the main worship hall on the second floor; 
the sound of Dharma preaching, Buddhist music, and youth’s hand clapping and laughter 
vibrated across the temple space. As I was engaging in a dialog with the monk about 
Vietnamese Buddhism, a young woman peeked through the heavy wooden door of the 
guest room, asking if she could come in and talk with the monk. The young woman was 
from Hanoi and had decided to pay the Temple of Wisdom a visit on the recommendation 
of her friend in Ho Chi Minh City. Wearing a maroon shirt with the Tibetan chant Om 
Mani Pade Hum in yellow print, the woman asked the monk whether the Temple of 
Wisdom incorporates Tibetan practices in their educational programs. No, the monk 
replied in a resolute tone and explained that at his temple, Buddhists are encouraged to 
learn original Buddhist teachings (đạo Phật gốc) found in the Pali tipiṭaka and the 
Sanskrit āgamas. He then averred that while Tibetan Buddhism also draws on core 
Buddhist teachings, Tibetan Buddhist lamas and their followers tend to emphasize the 
efficacy of tantric practices, without proper attention to Buddha’s teachings and its 
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application to society. On hearing this, the woman turned uneasy, claiming that she owed 
her attraction and dedication to Tibetan Buddhism to her duyên (fated connection) to the 
tradition. The monk chuckled slightly, telling the woman that it is not because of her 
duyên, but it is simply because she had not put in the effort to diligently read and learn 
Buddhist teachings. He then gifted the woman a copy of the edited volume of Buddhist 
teachings and sutras compiled and produced by the temple and suggested that she try 
reading parts of the text every day. The young woman accepted the gift hesitantly, 
thanked the monk, and took leave.  
The monk’s resolute tone and chuckle in the exchange above highlight key 
concerns in the endeavors of urban Buddhist monastics in Vietnam to construct and 
propagate what I refer to as a newly emerging youth-oriented Buddhism. As exposure 
and access to multiple forms of Buddhism proliferate, and as the number of young people 
interested in Buddhism in urban centers in contemporary Vietnam increases, two 
prominent questions emerge. One question is the problem of genealogy and knowledge 
production: what genealogies or traditions of Buddhism should be promoted in late-
socialist Vietnam, or to phrase it more provocatively, what should contemporary 
Vietnamese Buddhism look like? The other question deals with the issue of pedagogy: if 
Buddhism is to be appealing to educated youth and professionals, it needs to be taught 
not only in ways that are compatible with their sensibilities, as well as educational and 
professional backgrounds, but also to respond to some concerns that young people are 
having in their daily lives. These two questions are central to the development of new 
forms of lay Buddhist education in Ho Chi Minh City that on the one hand, reconfigure 
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what constitutes proper Buddhist knowledge, and on the other hand, craft a new urban 
Buddhist subjectivity. 
In this chapter, I explicate the first dimension of the emerging youth-oriented 
Buddhism being developed at the Temple of Wisdom, that is, the teaching and learning of 
Buddhist knowledge. While many temples in the city offer programs for lay Buddhist to 
learn about Buddhist teachings and philosophies, the Temple of Wisdom is unique in 
several aspects. First, the temple stands out in its overt endeavor to promote a form of 
Vietnamese Buddhism that is, as I will show, modernist, nationalist, and cosmopolitan in 
orientation. The temple’s interpretation and approach to Buddhism is predicated on its 
campaign to “erase Buddhist illiteracy” (xóa nạn mù chữ Phật pháp) that casts devotional 
Buddhism commonly practiced in Vietnam as superstitious and anti-intellectual. As the 
monk in the above exchange made clear, Vietnamese Buddhism should build on original 
Buddhist teachings found in canonical texts, and not esoteric and ritualistic Buddhism. As 
such, the educational programs and materials at the temple promulgate a Buddhism that is 
more philosophical and intellectual and employ a curriculum that highlights the more 
historical and practical aspects of Buddhism as a tradition.  
Second, the programs at the temple employ diverse pedagogical methods and 
formats, particularly those that resonate well with educated youth and young 
professionals. Different from Buddhist classes at other temples that tend to employ 
Dharma lecturing with little interaction between students (typically middle-aged men and 
women) and Dharma teachers, the programs at the Temple of Wisdom incorporate 
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debates, group discussions, and creative presentations. Moreover, these programs are 
enhanced by the use of educational technologies and social media.  
Last but not least, what sets the Temple of Wisdom apart from other temples is 
the direct and active participation of urban youth in the planning and delivering of the 
educational programs. While monastics are still seen as the main authority on the design 
of the curriculum and knowledge of Buddhist teachings and history, lay Buddhist youth 
use their knowledge of communication technology, social network marketing, 
management/organizational skills, and foreign languages to significantly reconfigure and 
innovate religious education.  
In examining the teaching and learning of Buddhist knowledge, this chapter puts 
forward a few propositions about lay Buddhist education for urban youth. On the one 
hand, categories like original/modernist and devotional/superstitious Buddhism not only 
shift in their meanings and significance in relation to each other, but also reflect and 
shape perceptions of socio-economic distinctions, geopolitical arrangements, and 
nationalistic sentiments. The newly emerging youth-oriented Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh 
City thus needs to be understood in relation to larger national socio-economic and 
political transformations, but also changes in post-war Vietnam’s position within 
international geopolitics, particularly among neighboring Asian countries with strong 
Buddhist presence, including India, China, Thailand, and Taiwan. On the other hand, the 
shaping of lay Buddhist education for urban youth needs to be analyzed with keen 
attention to the changing relationship between Buddhist monastics and urban youth in 
post-reform Vietnam. Such a form of education builds on shifting understandings that 
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monastics have about the nature of youth and their role in the propagation of Buddhist 
Dharma, and on those that youth have about Buddhist institutions as a space of learning 
and social participation.  
I start this chapter with a discussion of how the contemporary “erasing Buddhist 
illiteracy” campaign at the Temple of Wisdom accelerates, but also transforms, important 
modernist imperatives of the historical Vietnamese Buddhist Revival Movement (Phong 
Trào Chấn Hưng Phật Giáo) starting in the 1920s. I then provide ethnographic accounts 
of the programs at the temple and offer an analysis of the discourses and pedagogies 
employed in these programs to put forth a new vision of Buddhist subjectivity. As these 
programs continue to change and get adapted to the demands of youth, I bring in the 
perspectives and voices of youth who participate in these programs to show how young 
lay Buddhists learn, adapt, and even contest, Buddhist knowledge promoted at the 
temple. I conclude with the discussion of how the endeavor to reconfigure Buddhist 
knowledge at the temple proposes fundamental changes to the urban Buddhist field, 
particularly with regard to Vietnamese Buddhism and its role in nationalist politics.      
 
Vietnamese Buddhist Revival Movement and its Impact on Buddhist Education 
In an opening lecture to welcome new students to a new session of the temple’s 
basic course in Buddhism in 2017—a weekly course that typically meets twice a week for 
three months, the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom painted a dire picture of Vietnamese 
Buddhism to the 100 lay Buddhists present:  
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Currently, even though there are 17,000 Buddhist temples nationwide, the number of 
temples that organize Dharma retreats can be counted on the fingers of one hand. Most 
temples do not have Dharma classes or organize activities on Sunday. Lay Buddhists who 
go to temples only stop at praying, chanting, bowing, and doing meritorious work. The 
consequences of such a way of Dharma propagation is a sense of collective Dharma 
illiteracy…There are Buddhists who have practiced at temples for many years, but when 
asked who the Buddha was, what he taught, they could not answer. When we do not 
know our strengths, and when we become tempted by financial and job assistance, 
opportunities to learn foreign languages, then many Buddhists abandoned their roots and 
followed a different religion. Or at the time of marriage, when they fell in love with a 
Catholic, Protestant, or Muslim, many Buddhists feel the pressure to abandon Buddhism 
because they do not understand the depth, the value of Buddhism, and think that every 
religion preaches the same “doing good, avoiding the bad,” and decide to leave 
Buddhism. I feel sorry for those unfortunate Buddhists. 
 
He then went on to argue that Christian churches are successful because they manage to 
get their adherents to contribute to the administrative and educational structure, thus 
allowing for the retainment of followers. As such, he pleaded the students of the Buddhist 
class, particularly all of the young Buddhists, to continue contributing to the Temple of 
Wisdom by participating in the design and implementation of educational programs at the 
temple. 
To understand the sentiments of the head abbot, it is important to situate them in 
relation to the Vietnamese Buddhist Revival movement from the 1920s to the 1970s, and 
the socio-political contexts of post-war, post-economic reforms Vietnam. The frustration 
of the abbot towards the abysmal state of lay Buddhist education in contemporary 
Vietnam resonates with the concerns of reformist Buddhist monastics and intellectual lay 
Buddhists of the past; however, it also marks key differences in the contemporary 
approaches to the “modernist imperatives” set out in the previous episodes of Vietnamese 
Buddhist Revival. The Revival was a complex, multi-layered religious project, with much 
regional variation, that spanned a period of more than five decades and involved multiple 
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Buddhist and non-Buddhist actors, associations, and factions. As such, I will not attempt 
a comprehensive history of the movement here;16 rather, I will only highlight certain 
aspects of the Revival that pertain to our discussion on Buddhist knowledge and 
pedagogies in this chapter. In each of the subsequent chapters, we will return to the 
Revival periodically as we discuss other dimensions of Vietnamese Buddhism, including 
meditation programs, and volunteering and social engagement activities.  
Generally speaking, the Vietnamese Buddhist Revival was a response across 
different parts of the country to French colonialization, Christian proselytization, 
modernization, and nationalist revolution. Influenced by Buddhist reformation 
movements in other Asian contexts, including Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, and China in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, reformist Vietnamese Buddhist monastics 
and lay Buddhists were committed to carving out a new Buddhist orthodoxy and 
institutional arrangements. The underlying impetus for the Buddhist Revival was the 
perception held by many reformers that Vietnamese Buddhism was on a “decline.” As 
documented by DeVido, the Buddhist revival literature produced at the time promulgates 
dire images of crumbling Buddhist temples, of the moral decay and ignorance of 
Buddhist monks who were only interested in performing superstitious practices (2007: 
254). More broadly, Vietnamese Buddhism was seen as losing its place in the national 
struggle against “Westernization” and colonial rule (as opposed to 
nationalist/revolutionary platforms), and the tradition was losing its followers to 
 
16 For in-depth historical analyses of the historical movement at different epochs of Vietnamese modern 
history, including French colonialism, and the first and second Indochina Wars, see: DeVido 2007, 2009; 
McHale 2004; Ngo 2015; Quinn-Judge 2017 
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Catholicism or new popular sects. This reality was particularly striking in southern 
Vietnam, where in the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, witnessed the rise of 
many religious sects and messianic movements. In the Mekong Delta, the sects of Bửu 
Sơn Kỳ Hương (The Strange Scent of Precious Mountain) founded by Đoàn Minh Huyên 
in 1849, Cao Đài by Lê Văn Trung in 1926, and Hòa Hảo by Huỳnh Phú Sổ in 1939 
established a strong religious and political foothold, with a substantial number of 
followers (Tai 1983). While the founders of Bửu Sơn Kỳ Hương and Hòa Hảo both 
claimed to be reincarnations of the Buddha and drew on local beliefs in Buddhist 
millenarianism (McHale 2004: 152; Goscha 2016: 183; 185), Cao Đài combined 
elements from Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism, Christianity, and Spiritism, and was 
structured on the model of the Catholic church, with a clear ecclesiastical hierarchy, its 
own Holy See and later on, a fully-armed military (Hoskins 2015; Jammes and Palmer 
2018; Werner 1981).17    
While the perception of “decline” in Buddhism is subjective and ideological (Do 
1999), it served as a powerful motivation for Buddhist reformers to revive Buddhism to 
its “golden ages” and reclaim its role in public life. Essentially, the reformers criticized 
the increasing focus on income-generating sutra chanting and funeral services, the lack of 
socio-political engagement of monastics, and they strongly denounced superstitious 
practices, such as burning spirit money, exorcism, and worship of local animal cults 
 
17 Contrary to earlier perceptions of Cao Đài as a peasant-led millenarian movement, Hoskins argued that 
Cao Đài “represented a conversion to a kind of modernity” in which “Caodaists…wanted to sit as equals 
with Catholic religious leaders, to have their own Vatican and their own high-ranking clergy, and thus have 




   
 
(DeVido 2009: 424). The emphasis of the Revival is to revive Buddhism in the fields of 
education and social engagement, thus crafting a Buddhism that is modernist—that is, 
text-based, philosophy-driven, and compatible with scientific thoughts (McMahan 2008: 
7)—and active in the social and political spheres. From the 1920s to 1950s, Vietnamese 
Buddhism saw the proliferation of various Buddhist associations in northern, central, and 
southern Vietnam dedicated to the study of Buddhist texts and philosophies, publication 
of regional journals educating lay Buddhists about Buddhism and how to be proper 
Buddhists, as well as the provision of social services to the disadvantaged and those 
suffering from calamities (McHale 2004: 157-164; DeVido 2007). Tapping in the calls of 
enlightenment and revival across Asia in which individual awakening was instrumental to 
national salvation (McHale 2004: 5), Vietnamese Buddhist reformers privileged text-
based knowledge as an essential component to both individual and national awakening. 
Although Vietnamese Buddhist reformers were informed about nationalist 
political movements in other Asian contexts, including the Meiji reformation in Japan 
and the “New Culture Movement” in China, they were most strongly influenced by the 
Chinese monk Taixu (1890-1947)’s blueprint for renjian fojiao, “Buddhism for this 
world” (DeVido 2009). Taixu’s formulation of “Buddhism for this world” is predicated 
on the creation of the Buddhist Pure Land in the human realm through Buddhist 
educational programs, provision of social services, the establishment of lay Buddhist 
identity, and the forming of an ecumenical movement with international Buddhist 
networks. Taixu’s reformist ideas were captured in many of his writings, including his 
journal Hai Chao Yin (Sound of the Tide) and other seminal documents like Zhengli 
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sengjia zhidu lun (The Reorganization of the Sangha System) (1915; cited in DeVido 
2009: 425). These Chinese Buddhist reformist publications were published by the 
Shanghai Buddhist Press and got exported to Chợ Lớn (lit: Big Market), an area in 
Saigon where Chinese merchants had long established a vibrant commercial and cultural 
community since the late 18th century (Cooke and Li 2004). As Chợ Lớn was intimately 
linked to Shanghai, the area was a major import center of books from South China and a 
destination for Chinese monks to come to Vietnam for pilgrimages and develop temples 
for Chinese communities (DeVido 2007: 261; McHale 2004: 13; Woodside 1988: 123-
124).  
The writings of Taixu had a strong influence among the circle of Buddhist 
reformers in southern Vietnam, among whom were the monk Khánh Hòa (1877-1947) 
and Thiện Chiếu (1898-1974). Khánh Hòa and Thiện Chiếu were instrumental in the 
creation of the first Vietnamese Buddhist journals, including Từ Bi Âm, written in quốc 
ngữ script, the Romanized Vietnamese script, in the 1920s and of the Cochinchina 
Buddhist Study Society in 1931. They were also responsible for spreading Taixu’s 
writings to northern and central Vietnam and connecting Vietnamese Buddhist 
institutions to the Chinese Buddhist circles. Well-versed in Chinese and the Chinese 
classics, Thiện Chiếu also authored Phật Học Tổng Yếu (A General Summary of 
Buddhism) in 1929 that included translations of Chinese sutras, articles from Taixu’s Hai 
Chao Yin, and his own essays calling for the reformation of Vietnamese Buddhist 
practices and institutions (DeVido 2009: 426). This wide-spread influence of Taixu’s 
ideas and writings shows that in the early episode of the Revival movement in southern 
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Vietnam, exchanges with the reformist programs of Chinese Buddhism were instrumental 
to the subsequent developments of Vietnamese Buddhism.  
As mentioned above, one of the central imperatives of the Vietnamese Buddhist 
Revival movement was the revival of Buddhism in the field of education. This included 
both monastic and lay education in Buddhist ethical teachings and philosophies. Across 
the country, in addition to the production of texts and journals, Buddhist temples and 
study associations began to offer public Dharma lectures and weekly classes for lay 
Buddhists. However, there seemed to less of a consensus on what “forms” of Buddhism 
should be taught. While the reformist monk Thiện Chiếu in Saigon subscribed to a vision 
of “atheistic Buddhism” and argued that Buddhism is not predicated on a notion of the 
divine, but based on rational reason and compatible with science 18, the monk Bích Liên 
Trí Hải—the founder of the Tokin Buddhist Study Society in northern Vietnam—wrote 
Tịnh Độ Huyền Cảnh in which he attempted to explain the history of Amida Buddha and 
the Pure Land,19 offered a question-and-answer section on the Pure Land, as well as 
teaching people how to chant mantras to repel ghosts, how to pay respects to the Buddha, 
 
18 During his time as a Buddhist monk, Thiện Chiếu was an active participant in political movements such 
as the Revolutionary Youth Comrade Association in 1928, the “Study and Welfare Action Buddhist 
Association” in the 1930s that promoted Buddhist socialism (DeVido 2007: 264). He also got his affiliated 
temples to involve in Việt Minh—the national independence coalition formed in 1941—mobilization in 
Saigon, for which he turned Tam Bảo temple in Saigon into a facility to produce weapons (Phạm Bá Nhiễu 
2012). In the late 1930s, growing disenchanted with Buddhism, he left the Buddhist sangha and became 
dedicated to revolutionary and anti-colonial activities. Histographies published in Vietnam continue to 
portray Thiện Chiếu as a patriotic monk who dedicated himself to the revolutionary cause.  
19 Pure Land Buddhism (Tịnh Độ Tông) emphasizes the efficacy of Amida Buddha, the Buddha of the 
Western direction, who can help people reincarnate in the Western Pure Land, where there is no pain and 
suffering, and one can continue one’s cultivation towards Nirvana. To reincarnate in the Western Pure 
Land, one needs to practice chanting the name of Amida Buddha with intense regularity and sincerity.  
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and how to pray for all sentient beings (DeVido 2007: 270).20 As the dominant form of 
Buddhism in Vietnam had been a mixture of Chan (Zen) and Pure Land Buddhism for 
many centuries prior to the Revival, the Buddhist “orthodoxy” espoused by Buddhist 
revivalists built on the repertoires of practices and discourses of these two traditions, with 
a strong emphasis on textual knowledge (Thích Nhất Hạnh 1967: 6; DeVido 2007: 271). 
While the dichotomy between “devotional” and “modernist” Buddhism during the 
Revival was in actuality never quite clear-cut, as I will show later, the tension between 
these two conceptualizations of Buddhism continues well into the contemporary period, 
with various endeavors by urban monastics and lay Buddhists alike to reinforce the 
distinction along the lines of nationalism and social classes.  
The 30-year-long call for the reformation and modernization of the Buddhist 
institutions from the 1920s to the 1950s reached a hallmark in 1964 with the 
establishment of the Vietnam Unified Buddhist Church (Giáo Hội Phật Giáo Việt Nam 
Thống Nhất), the first national Buddhist institution that represented the interests of 
Buddhist organizations across the country. The creation of the Unified Buddhist Church 
came after a violent and bloody Buddhist crisis of 1963 against religious discrimination 
policies of the South Vietnamese government under Ngo Dinh Diem.21 With a national 
unified organization, Buddhists were able to establish and expand a network of Buddhist 
 
20 It is important to note that even Taixu, the influential Chinese reformer, did not outright reject Pure Land 
Buddhism (DeVido 2007: 270). Most recently, Justin Ritzinger has offered a corrective to the Western 
scholarship on Taixu by providing an examination of Taixu’s devotion to and reinvention of the cult of 
Maitreya (2017).  
21 See Miller (2015) for the different interpretations of the 1963 Buddhist crisis. It is important to note that 
Buddhist youth, particularly those in Hue, Danang, and Saigon, played an essential role in the Buddhist 
crisis of 1963. Many of them participated and organized protests against the South Vietnamese government 
and the encroachment of American military forces (Nguyen-Marshall 2015: 53; Dror 2018: 99-100). 
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educational institutions, including the Vietnamese Buddhist Youth Family (originally 
established in 1940), the Buddhist secondary schools known as Bồ Đề schools,22 colleges, 
the famed Vạn Hạnh University, and the School of Youth for Social Service. These 
Buddhist educational institutions laid the foundation for both monastic and lay Buddhist 
education with the formalization of Buddhist curriculum and training in social work to 
provide services to those gravely affected by the raging war among Vietnamese and 
American forces.    
The Temple of Wisdom, as I came to learn from the abbot in a Dharma talk in 
2017, used to be one of the many Bồ Đề schools and served as one of the most critical 
centers for lay Buddhist education in Saigon from the 1960s to 1975. When Communist 
forces took over Saigon in 1975, they had brought forth massive transformations that 
severely restricted conventional Buddhist classes and training programs through the 
intensive implementation of collectivization policies and mass re-education campaigns in 
Marxism-Leninism. The Buddhist secondary school system was abolished, and in Saigon, 
there were then only three temples allowed to provide Buddhist classes for monastics and 
lay Buddhists. It was not until 1984, three years after the establishment of the Vietnam 
National Buddhist Sangha in 1981, that Buddhist educational initiatives started to return, 
but mostly in the forms of Dharma lectures at temples on the 1st and the 15th of the lunar 
month, the full moon and the new moon days. At the Temple of Wisdom, this pattern 
 
22 While sources on the curricula of the Bồ Đề school remain sparse, a report compiled by the Viện Hóa 
Đạo (Institute of Dharma Propagation) of Vạn Hạnh University in 1973 indicated that at Bồ Đề school, 
students took courses in Buddhist history and philosophies, in addition to following the formal curricula of 
primary and secondary education determined by the South Vietnam government (Thích Thiện Hoa 1971: 
23-24).   
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continued until 2015 when, after several years of temple reconstruction, the abbot revived 
the long tradition of Buddhist scholastic study by pioneering a diversity of Buddhist 
educational programs, including regular weekend retreats for Buddhist youth, weekly 
Buddhist classes, meditation programs, and social engagement activities.  
 
“Erasing Buddhist Illiteracy:”  
An Emerging Paradigm for Urban Vietnamese Buddhism 
As the brief account of the history of the Buddhist Revival in Vietnam shows, the 
sentiments of the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom in the lecture above resonate strongly 
with those of early Vietnamese Buddhist reformers. Some of his critiques are similar to 
those made in the past: that Vietnamese Buddhists practice devotional rituals without 
fully understanding Buddhist teaching and philosophies, and that Vietnamese Buddhism 
might be facing a decline as many Buddhists decided to abandon their Buddhist roots and 
convert to other religions. In reviving the educational programs at the Temple of Wisdom 
in 2015, the abbot was determined to transform the landscape of Vietnamese Buddhism. 
While continuing many of the modernist imperatives of the early Revival movement, the 
lay education programs at the Temple of Wisdom have been developed in relation to a 
different kind of public sphere—one where market socialism, anti-China sentiments, and 
new development in social media and digital communications shape the morale and life 
experiences of Ho Chi Minh City residents.  
Central to the design of all educational programs at the Temple of Wisdom is the 
campaign to “erase Buddhist illiteracy” (xóa nạn mù chữ Phật pháp). “Buddhist 
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illiteracy” 23 here refers to the lack of knowledge of Buddhist teachings among lay 
Buddhists in Vietnam. As the abbot expressed above, the problem of contemporary 
Vietnamese Buddhism is not that there is a lack of Buddhist temples and institutions or 
that there is active suppression of Buddhism. In fact, after the Đổi Mới (“Renovation”) 
economic reforms of 1986 that shifted Vietnam from a centrally planned economy to a 
market economy, religion in Vietnam has experienced a remarkable resurgence, with 
large, lavish Buddhist temple complexes that have received patronage from the growing 
middle- and upper-middle class businesspeople (Taylor 2004a, 2007; Soucy 2012; 
Leshkowich 2014). The problem, as the Venerable sees it, is that Buddhist monastics 
have failed to educate lay Buddhists properly about Buddhist teachings and philosophies. 
Despite the vast number of Buddhist temples in the country, there are very few temples 
that offer regular lay Buddhist classes; the majority of temples focus on offering daily 
chanting sessions and the performance of rituals. If a temple does offer classes, they are 
limited to teaching Buddhism to the middle-aged and the elderly, those who have the 
interest and time to devote to ethical cultivation in the later stages of life (Soucy 2012: 
127; Le 2017). In such a manner, the abbot argues, Buddhist temples have discouraged 
the participation of young intellectuals, who only come to temples on certain celebrations 
for praying and wish-making.  
 
23 By using the term “illiteracy,” the head abbot evokes the popular image of the governmental campaign 
and programs to erase illiteracy among the poor and ethnic minorities. The campaign to erase illiteracy 
dated back to the original campaign initiated by the Communist Party in Northern Vietnam, then the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, in 1945. The mass literacy campaign of 1945 was designed to educate 
the mass in the reading and writing of quốc ngữ (Vietnamese in Latin scripts), and it treated the struggle 




   
 
More importantly, the Venerable observes that Buddhist texts and sutras used for 
chanting and teaching in most temples in Vietnam draw mainly on sutras used in 
“Chinese Buddhism,”24 particularly Pure Land Buddhism, and they are written in difficult 
and esoteric Sino-Vietnamese. As the abbot explained in different Dharma talks, some of 
these sutras, like the Lotus Sutra, are commonly taught to graduate students in Buddhist 
Studies, and they are too difficult for beginning lay Buddhists. Without a full 
understanding of Buddhist history and philosophy, the abbot is afraid that a lay Buddhist 
might read these texts and perform devotional practices—typically including praying, 
chanting, giving offerings, and animal releasing—out of religious beliefs (tín ngưỡng) 
and even superstitions (mê tín), particularly those influenced by Chinese Confucianism, 
Daoism, and Pure Land Buddhism. In my observation, the abbot’s usage of the term 
“superstition” consistently refers to people’s reliance of the perceived power of deities, 
spirits, Buddhas, and Bodhisattvas to bring about certain desirable outcomes, to grant 
wishes, and in the case of Pure Land Buddhism, to help them get reborn in the Pure Land. 
This belief, to the abbot, exemplifies the unwholesome qualities of tham (greed) and si 
(delusion), particularly the lack of serious understanding of the Buddhist principle of 
cause-and-effect, and goes against the Buddha’s message of self-actualization through 
personal efforts. Plus, these superstitious beliefs and practices reflect, as the abbot asserts, 
 
24 Buddhist texts commonly chanted in most Vietnamese temples include the Lotus Sutra (Kinh Pháp Hoa), 
the Amida Buddha Sutra (Kinh A-Di-Đà), the Diamond Sutra (Kinh Kim Cang), the Medicine Buddha 
Sutra (Kinh Dược Sư), and the Ksitigarbhapranidhana Sutra (Kinh Địa Tạng). The abbot’s critique stems in 
part from the fact that at most temples in Vietnam, lay Buddhists only learn to chant and read a limited 
repertoire of the aforementioned texts, and as Alexander Soucy observes, only certain excerpts from these 
sutras mixed with some transliterated Sanskrit dharani (2017: 185). Unless one actively signs up to take 
weekly courses on Buddhism offered at selected temples or reads Buddhist textbooks and journals, it is 
difficult to develop a systematic understanding of Buddhism from chanting at temples alone.    
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that Vietnamese Buddhism is influenced too much by other Chinese religious traditions 
after one thousand years of Chinese colonization, and if not careful, Vietnamese 
Buddhism might lose its national character. This can be seen, for example, in the way 
Vietnamese Buddhist monastics and laypeople have continued to perform funeral rites 
and ancestral worship practices that have deep roots in Chinese religious traditions, 
which as I will show in Chapter 4 pose important religio-cultural challenges to the 
Temple’s campaign for organ and body donations.  
Before I turn to the ethnographic discussions of the educational programs at the 
Temple of Wisdom and how these programs are created for and sustained by youth, it is 
important to note briefly few characteristics of the campaign to “erase Buddhist 
illiteracy” in the context of post-war, late-socialist Vietnam. While the campaign 
continues many of the foundational imperatives of the Vietnam Buddhist Revival 
movement, particularly its emphasis on Buddhist scholastic study, it stands out in its 
encouragement of lay Vietnamese Buddhists to develop a critical distance, both 
intellectually and religiously, from “Chinese religious traditions” upon which many 
“superstitious” practices are founded. The distinction between what counts as 
“Vietnamese Buddhism” and as “Chinese religion” is one of the main theological 
backbones for the crafting of what I theorized as the new Vietnamese Buddhist public in 
Chapter 1. Contrary to the earlier linkages and exchanges between Vietnamese and 
Chinese Buddhism in the 1920s, such connections are currently questioned within the 
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Buddhist circles in urban Vietnam.25 At the same time, it is important to note that the 
form of “Vietnamese” Buddhism propagated at the Temple of Wisdom is only one 
among many approaches to Buddhism in the city, but as I will show, it is the one that has 
attracted a rather substantial number of well-educated and (aspirational) middle-class 
youth.26 What sets the Temple of Wisdom and its campaign to “erase Buddhist illiteracy” 
apart from other temples and other approaches to Buddhism lies not only in its message 
of modernist, intellectual, and socially engaged Buddhism, but also in its openness to 
proactively recruit and mobilize young Buddhists to design, coordinate, and implement 
its educational programs. As I will demonstrate, the educational ideology of the Temple’s 
educational programs revolves around the creation of a new generation of Phật tử (lit. 
children of the Buddha), or lay Buddhists, who are not only reflexive of their Buddhist 
identity and well-versed in Buddhist knowledge, but also actively contributing to the 
educational and administrative functioning of Buddhist temples. This is particularly 
important because as mentioned, the middle-aged and the elderly continue to be the 
dominant participants in Buddhist activities, and very few Buddhist temples—in fact, I 
only learned of four other temples in Ho Chi Minh City during my fieldwork—have 
 
25 During my fieldwork, the Buddhist exchanges between Vietnam and China were rather limited. The 
majority of Buddhist monastics who traveled abroad in pursuit of higher education in Buddhist studies 
mainly congregated in Buddhist universities in India, Thailand, Burma, Korea, the U.S., and Taiwan. This 
might have been partially due to the increasing restrictions of religious exchanges between China and other 
Asian countries, but also to the complicated geopolitical situation between Vietnam and China in recent 
years.  
26 The Temple of Wisdom has managed to extend its network of educational programs for youth to two 
other Northern cities in Vietnam. These Northern programs follow similar formats to those in the South, 
with some slight modifications, and are advertised as programs created by the Temple of Wisdom.  
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actively created programs for urban youth and managed to attract and maintain a 
sustainable number of youth following.  
 
Youth and the Reinvention of Lay Buddhist Education:  
Language, Social Media, and Pedagogy 
Vietnamese Semiotic Forms, Modernist Buddhism, and Nationalist Identity 
As mentioned, the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom perceives that one of the 
biggest obstacles to disseminating the true teachings of the Buddha to lay Buddhists is 
language. Buddhist sutras and chanting texts commonly used in Mahayana temples in 
Vietnam entail a combination of vernacular Vietnamese, Sino-Vietnamese, and 
Romanized transcriptions of Sino-transliterated Sanskrit mantras. While a large portion 
of Sino-Vietnamese vocabularies makes up the daily Vietnamese parlance, Sino-
Vietnamese vocabularies and Sino-transliteration of Sanskrit words in Buddhist texts are 
difficult for most lay Buddhists to comprehend. Oftentimes, it takes a few courses of 
training at Buddhist colleges for novices and lay Buddhists to sufficiently understand 
them. Despite such linguistic barriers, regular temple goers can recite from rote 
memorization Buddhist chants and mantras in Sanskrit. To the abbot, this is precisely the 
problem of current lay Buddhist education: too much routinized recitation of Buddhist 
texts and chants in esoteric languages without comprehension of Buddhist teachings.  
Consequently, since the early 2000s, upon obtaining his Ph.D. in Philosophy from 
India, the abbot returned to Vietnam and initiated a comprehensive program to produce 
newly compiled and translated volumes of Buddhist teachings for the mass. The 
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publications can be divided into four types: Buddhist sutras and daily chanting books, 
Buddhist ritual books, books offering practical advice, and academic manuscripts on 
Buddhist philosophy and applied Buddhism. As a highly educated monk, the abbot has 
either authored or edited the majority of these books. Two important features of these 
publications, particularly the sutras and daily chanting books, are the deliberate usage of 
vernacular Vietnamese, instead of Sino-Vietnamese,27 and the stronger emphasis on 
sutras from the classical Theravada Pali tipiṭaka, the Mahayana canon, including the 
Sanskrit āgamas and selected sutras emphasizing the morality of lay Buddhists from the 
Taishō tripiṭaka.28 To the abbot, these textual canons best encapsulate the original 
teachings of the Buddha, without any additional embellishments from Chinese religions.   
The “Buddhist Sutras for Beginners,” used for chanting at every temple’s retreat, 
for example, includes foundational sutras in which the Buddha espoused his teachings on 
dependent origination, non-self, the moral precepts, and the proper behaviors of spouses, 
parents, children, teachers, and even politicians. Besides being presented in vernacular 
Vietnamese, these sutras have been condensed from their original versions, and certain 
 
27 The abbot was not the first Vietnamese monastic to “Vietnamize” Buddhist texts by using vernacular 
Vietnamese. Thích Minh Châu and Thích Nhất Hạnh, the two important architects of the Vạn Hạnh 
University, have both produced Vietnamese translations of Buddhist sutras. While Thích Nhất Hạnh’s 
translations of Mahayana sutras associated with Pure Land and Zen Buddhism are well-known for their 
poetic quality, Thích Minh Châu’s Vietnamese translation of the Pali tipiṭaka is still considered the most 
authoritative in Vietnam. Towards the end of my fieldwork, the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha had initiated a 
program to produce a newly updated Vietnamese tipiṭaka by improving on Thích Minh Châu’s earlier 
translations and adding selections from the Mahayana Sanskrit āgamas.  
28 According to the Japanese Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai (BDK), the Society for the Promotion of Buddhism, 
the Taishō tripiṭaka, also known as the Chinese tripiṭaka, was compiled in Japan during the early twentieth 
century. The collection entails both the classical Sanskrit Mahayana āgamas, the Buddhist jakatas tales of 
the previous lives of the Buddha, fundamental sutras of Mahayana Buddhism, including those of Zen and 
Pure Land Buddhism, as well as other sutras and commentaries written by famous Chinese and Japanese 
Buddhist monks. A detailed catalogue of texts within this canonical collection can be found at: 
https://www.bdkamerica.org/catalog-tripitaka, accessed May 19, 2020.  
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vocabularies updated to the contemporary parlance. Very little from sutras associated 
with Pure Land Buddhism, such as the Lotus Sutra and the Amida Buddha Sutra, is 
presented in the book.29 As such, the shift in linguistic medium to vernacular Vietnamese 
is coupled with a recompilation and restructuring of Buddhist knowledge, favoring the 
Theravada Pali tipiṭaka and the Mahayana Sanskrit āgamas over other popular Pure Land 
Buddhist texts. In restructuring lay Buddhist education, the abbot thus actively distances 
Vietnamese Buddhism from the Chinese religious sphere and looks to Buddhist traditions 
of the Theravada world. 
The temple’s emphasis on formal Buddhist philosophies and linguistic preference 
for vernacular Vietnamese as the language of Dharma communication present an 
appealing version of Buddhism to many well-educated young people. Thành, a 20-year-
old college student majoring in education, shared with me that his initial attraction to the 
Temple of Wisdom was its emphasis on Buddhist scholasticism. Growing up in a rural 
province in the Mekong Delta, he came to know Buddhism as a “funeral religion.” 
“Whenever you see Buddhist monks gathering at someone’s house, you know that there 
is death at the house,” Thành reflected. Throughout his school years in the rural area, he 
was an active Communist youth leader, and he hardly ever went to Buddhist temples, 
except on the 1st and the 15th of the lunar calendar with his family. It was not until his 
first year in university that he stumbled upon a Dharma talk by the head abbot of the 
 
29 This does not mean that important Mahayana sutras are entirely absent from the temple’s publications or 
rituals. The abbot had also produced new translations of the Amida Buddha Sutra and the Medicine Buddha 
Sutra, with added prefaces to emphasize that lay Buddhists should read these sutras to further cultivate 
ethically and to understand Buddhist philosophical teachings, rather than treating the chanting of these texts 
as a means to be reborn in the Pure Land or to receive protection from the Buddhas.   
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Temple of Wisdom on YouTube discussing about Buddhist perspectives on ghosts and 
reincarnation, where the abbot debunked “superstitious beliefs and practices” about 
spirits of the dead. “All of the sudden, I saw Buddhism in a different light. It is so logical, 
so philosophical, and so scientific,” Thành recalled. Fascinated by the temple’s modernist 
and intellectual approach to Buddhism, he sought out the temple and had ever since 
become a regular member of the temple’s volunteering youth group. He recalled his 
fascination with Buddhist teachings when he participated in the chanting and studying of 
Buddhist texts in vernacular Vietnamese: he was able to understand the messages of the 
Buddha much clearer. This renewed interest in Buddhism has led this college student to 
register for a part-time degree program at the Vietnam Buddhist University, to share the 
modernist version of Buddhism to his family and friends in the countryside, and even to 
incorporate Buddhist concepts in his teaching.  
It is important to note here that the majority of the temple’s publications, 
including the chanting book and the collection of sutras for lay Buddhists, are available 
for free either on the temple’s website or upon one’s in-person request at the temple.30 
The temple receives much financial support from an extensive network of patrons in the 
city who contribute to its affiliated non-profit organization to support the printing and 
publication of Buddhist texts (the operation of which will be detailed in Chapter 4). 
During my fieldwork, the temple had two staff members, both of whom were young 
female lay Buddhists, who were in charge of designing the publications, and they also run 
 
30 In addition to the publications of these texts in print, the temple had recruited a team of lay Buddhists to 
record audio versions of these Buddhist sutras and chanting books. These audio books, similar to their print 
publications, can be accessed for free from the temple’s website.  
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the temple’s bookstore (see figure 2). Contrary to many temples’ bookshops that sell a 
mixed collection of astrology books and Buddhist sutras, the Temple of Wisdom’s 
bookstore only carries scholarly Buddhist books and journals, manuals for Buddhist 
studies research, and applied Buddhism publications by the abbot and other Buddhist 
authors. 
In addition to the usage of vernacular Vietnamese in textual publications, the 
Temple of Wisdom communicates and reinforces “Vietnamese-ness” in other “semiotic 
forms” (Keane 2007: 5; 21). The temple architecture, for example, reflects a conscious 
effort by the abbot to “Vietnamize” Buddhism. While a typical Vietnamese temple will 
have Chinese characters written on the temple’s entrance, only vernacular Vietnamese 
written in Romanized quốc ngữ script is used throughout the whole temple space. Once 
lay Buddhists pass the heavy metallic front gate, adorned by Buddhist motifs of the lion 
and the Dharma wheels propagated by King Asoka, they are greeted by entrance steps 
guarding by two dragons on the left and right sides. The marble dragons take the form of 
a dragon motif (see figure 1) from the Lý dynasty in the eleventh century, the period of 
time when Vietnamese Buddhism was argued to be the most prosperous and to have 
played a central role in nation-building efforts (Nguyễn Thế Anh 1993: 102; Nguyễn Tài 
Thư 2008: 89-120; Thạc Đức 1956). I will return to this narrative in a later section of the 
chapter, as this episode of history is commonly evoked by the abbot in his argument for 
why Buddhism should be the moral basis for Vietnam in the contemporary period. When 
I first saw the dragon motif, I was instantly taken back to my middle-school art history 
lessons in which our textbook described this motif to reflect the “artistic ingenuity” of the 
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Vietnamese people as the dragon is noticeably different from its Chinese counterpart due 
to its softer, more elegant features.31 This celebrated dragon motif is engraved in many 
temple structures, including room and hall doors, ceiling, and windows.  
The abbot also partnered with a local textile company, whose owner is an 
important patron of the temple, to design the temple’s ceremonial uniforms that men and 
women wear to important Buddhist events. In a stereotypically Vietnamese fashion, the 
uniform entails an áo dài, the tight-fitting silk tunic worn over a pair of trousers, and a 
nón lá, the conical Vietnamese hat. Both of these items are considered the national 
fashion symbols of Vietnam. The tweak that the abbot made to the áo dài is its colors. 
While áo dài can be extremely vibrant and colorful, the Temple of Wisdom’s version 
only has three colors: a light blue, a dark brown, and a light orange. While the light 
orange corresponds to the uniform of the temple volunteers (discussed in Chapter 4) and 
is mainly worn during volunteering events, the light blue and dark brown áo dài are the 
counterparts of the regular Buddhist robes worn by lay Buddhists to attend rituals and 
daily chanting sessions in the evening at most Buddhist temples (see figure 2). 
 
31 For an analysis of the dragon symbols throughout Vietnamese dynasties, see: “Hình Tượng Con Rồng 
Trong Mỹ Thuật Dân Gian Việt Nam” [The Dragon Symbols in Vietnamese Folk Arts], Giác Ngộ Online, 






   
 
The semiotic forms of Vietnamese-ness, reflected in the temple’s architecture and 
dressing style, are juxtaposed with the temple’s modernist aesthetics. Contrary to the 
stereotypical image of a one- or two-storied Buddhist temples with a courtyard adorned 
with trees, the Temple of Wisdom is a skinny nine-storied structure (including a 
basement for parking and a rooftop), trapped between two shops that sell Buddhist statues 
and ritual talismans. There is a tiny courtyard in front of the temple, big enough to 
accommodate a statue of Quan Âm (Guanyin, the Bodhisattva of Compassion) and a 
small incense urn. The outside courtyard is the only space in this temple that incense 
burning is allowed. Inside, the floors and staircases are made out of shiny marble, and 
there are two elevators that connect the different stories. The main worship hall (see 
figure 3), located on the second floor, is air-conditioned, and it houses three large golden 
statues of Shakyamuni Buddha in three iconic positions (touching the earth, meditation, 
and the turning of the wheel of Dharma). With its wall laden with hundreds of smaller 
golden Buddha statues, the space is big enough to house more than 300 people. If there is 
 
Figure 1. The Lý dragon motif on the 
temple’s ceiling. Photo by the author. 
Figure 2. Women wearing the temple’s 
light blue áo dài in front of the temple’s 
bookstore. Photo by the author. 
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not enough space, which is typically the case for the temple’s weekend retreats, the third 
floor (see figure 4), designed as a mezzanine, provides extra seating. While there is no 
incense urn or even donation box to be found, every floor is equipped with recording 
cameras, TVs and projector screens, and a high-tech sound system, all of which are used 
to record and broadcast the temple’s events and weekend retreats on its multiple social 
media channels. As figure 3 and 4, taken during a weekend retreat, show, the temple’s 
modernist aesthetics promote a sense of orderliness, as retreat participants were arranged 
to sit in columns of brown plastic chairs and “church-like” pews.  
One can argue here that the marriage of identifiably Vietnamese “semiotic forms” 
and modernist aesthetics at the Temple of Wisdom constitutes a “representational 
economy” (Keane 2007: 18-19) in which modernist Buddhism is co-articulated and co-
imbricated with Vietnamese nationalism and late-socialist imperatives of 
“modernization” (hiện đại hóa) and “urban civility” (văn minh đô thị). On the one hand, 
the re-translation and re-compilation of Buddhist texts using vernacular Vietnamese, as 
well as the incorporation of Vietnamese cultural symbols in the temple’s architecture and 
uniforms, entail a shift in “the epistemological, moral, and narrative frames,” particularly 
as they pertain to what constitutes “Vietnamese” Buddhism (Hoesterey 2016: 75). Since 
the French colonial period in Vietnam, the Chinese language, gradually replaced by 
French and by Vietnamese Romanized script (Marr 1984), had seen a decrease in 
importance. While written Chinese characters continue to hold symbolic significance in 
religious rituals and Sino-Vietnamese vocabularies make up a substantial portion of the 
Vietnamese language (Soucy 2012: 187), recent geopolitical tension with and wide-
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spread domestic protest against China reinvigorate long-standing debate over Vietnamese 
cultural identity and political sovereignty (Hayton 2014: 151-159). Within the Buddhist 
Sangha in Vietnam, the “China question” lends itself to the debate about how Vietnamese 
Buddhism differs from its Chinese counterpart. For the Temple of Wisdom and other 
temples across the country (cf. Soucy’s discussion of Quán Sứ temple in Hanoi, the 
headquarter of the National Vietnam Buddhist Sangha, 2012: 42-51), the strong 
preference for the use of vernacular Vietnamese and Romanized Vietnamese scripts, both 
in printed texts and on temple’s architecture, signifies a concerted endeavor to carve out 
an identifiably Vietnamese Buddhism. The increasing use of vernacular Vietnamese as 
the main linguistic medium to disseminate Buddhist teachings create an epistemological 
frame that encourage youth to engage Buddhism as a Vietnamese tradition, albeit a 
tradition that also draws on the religious currents of the Theravada Buddhist world.  
On the other hand, by marrying the Vietnamese cultural symbols and modernist 
aesthetics, the Temple of Wisdom promotes a vision of what contemporary Vietnamese 
Buddhism should be. It should be “purified” of Chinese religious beliefs and practices 
(e.g., no incense burning, no paper burning, no inclusion of non-Buddhist deities and 
other Buddhist guardian figures). Moreover, it should be clean, orderly, and 
technologically-driven, qualities that are in consonance with the late-socialist vision of 
“modernization” and “urban civility” (Harms 2011; 2016). Such a vision, as I will 
demonstrate, is weaved into all of the temple’s programs, including its educational, 
meditation, and volunteering activities. As I will now turn to show, the modernist and 
consciously-Vietnamese qualities of the temple space reinforce and get reinforced by the 
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temple’s educational goal of creating a new generation of self-reflexive and (aspirational) 











































Figure 4. The mezzanine. The TV screen is live-broadcasting the event 
in the main worship hall. Photo by the author. 
Figure 3. The main worship hall. Photo by the author. 
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Social Media: Changing Methods of Transmission and Piety Disciplining 
Similar to the story of the 20-year-old Thành above, youth in Ho Chi Minh City 
increasingly learn and participate in Buddhism through different social media channels. 
In Vietnam, urban Buddhist institutions have a strong online presence, as an increasing 
number of temples utilizes social media sites and networks, such as Facebook and 
YouTube. The Temple of Wisdom is one of the pioneering temples that has recognized 
the vast capacity and the centrality of social media in Dharma propagation and social 
mobilization. In addition to its main website, multiple Facebook and YouTube pages that 
boast more than 400,000 likes and close to 170,000 subscribers (as of late 2019), the 
temple has mobile applications for both Android and iOS platforms. These apps allow 
anyone to access thousands of Dharma talks given by the head abbot and listen to audio 
recordings of various Buddhist sutras in vernacular Vietnamese. While these new 
communicative technologies allow for the creation of a digital corpus of thousands of 
Buddhism-related materials that can be accessed for free, anywhere and anytime, they 
afford a new participatory mode of Dharma learning. Fully understanding the 
contemporaneous livestreaming functions of Facebook and YouTube, monastics at the 
temple have taken advantage of this technological ability to live-broadcast the diverse 
range of educational activities at the temple, including weekend retreats, weekly Buddhist 
classes, social volunteering activities, marriage ceremonies, and even pilgrimage trips to 




   
 
 
The “social media empire” of the Temple of Wisdom, of course, attracts and is 
sustained by a diverse population of young people in the city, as they consume and 
contribute to the production of a “Buddhist cyberspace,” a “online space where 
individuals and organizations engage with or represent Buddhism and Buddhist 
communities, identity, ritual, or authority” (Connelly 2015: 60). The dispersed and 
amorphous nature of Facebook generates a form of competition in cyberspace over 
social, cultural, political, and religious contents (Nguyen-Thu 2018: 900). Dharma 
propagation contents come in direct competition with popular fashion trends, reality TV 
shows, and entertainment contents. While these Buddhist contents already appear more 
visibly for those who are interested in Buddhism in the first place, Buddhist monastics 
and lay Buddhist youth at the Temple of Wisdom find ways to assert Buddhist teachings 
and philosophies in the dizzying midst of popular commercial contents. With inputs from 
Figure 5. The media control station active during a weekend 
retreat. The retreat is being live-broadcast on Facebook and 
YouTube. Photo by the author. 
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youth on various occasions, the head abbot is quick at picking up popular references and 
incorporating them into his sermons on weekend retreats. He also takes advantage of 
controversial social issues and provides his commentaries through a temple’s livestream 
program that analyzes these issues from a Buddhist perspective. During my fieldwork, 
the abbot addressed various topics, including mental health, sexual harassment, domestic 
violence, homosexuality, and alcohol consumption.  
Under the leadership of one young monk, who had been a monastic student of the 
abbot for close to a decade and is the main designer for all of the temple’s websites and 
smartphone apps, the temple employs a small group of staff members to form its media 
team. Composed mainly of male lay Buddhists, team members travel with the abbot 
multiple times a week to destinations both in Vietnam and abroad to film and live-
broadcast his Dharma talks, pilgrimage trips, and social engagement programs. The team 
shares an office with the full-time staff members of the temple’s affiliated non-profit 
(Chapter 4). During my fieldwork, while assisting the non-profit staff with a few of the 
social engagement projects, I was able to observe the intensity of the media work 
involved. After a Dharma talk has been live-broadcast on the temple’s Facebook or 
YouTube channel, for example, the team will turn to edit the video further by adding an 
opening sequence and the temple’s logo in the video. These videos should be posted and 
archived within a few days on the temple’s YouTube channels and main website. On a 
few occasions when there was a backlog of videos that needed to be processed, the abbot 
would visit the media room to decide which videos should be prioritized and posted first. 
This is particularly the case when a particular video deals with a “hot” social issue 
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circulated in public news. As I heard from the abbot one time, you need to post it when it 
is still hot; otherwise, people lose interest.  
In addition to the media team, the temple relies on a large group of lay young 
Buddhists to manage its social media pages, posting and reposting contents from Dharma 
talks at the temple. Regular young participants at the temple also share and repost digital 
contents produced by the temple on their personal Facebook profiles, thus introducing 
their friends, family members, and colleagues to Buddhist teachings. Interestingly, the 
temple catches on youth’s current pattern of online media consumption: besides posting 
the full one-to-two-hour-long Dharma talks, the social media team at the temple pick out 
short three-to-six-minute segments from these lectures with important religious or socio-
ethical messages and repost those with regular intervals. These shorter segments receive 
noticeably higher number of online engagements via likes, comments, shares, and views 
because they work well with Facebook’s approach to “quick-bite” media consumption. 
From my general observation, on average, the temple’s media team and networks of 
volunteers would make about 10-15 Facebook posts per day, thus generating almost a 
constant flow of digital traffic.  
As such, new social media platforms allow Buddhist monastics and youth to 
disseminate Buddhist teachings quickly and extensively. They also, I argue, afford new 
modalities of piety disciplining. In the summers of 2017 and 2019, for example, 
monastics and young people at the temple took to Facebook to criticize two popular 
musical productions. While the singer in the 2017 summer hit, “Một Điếu” (A joint), 
sings about a young man burning a joint of marijuana as incense to the Buddha and 
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praying for his family’s safety to a hip-hop beat overlaying the Sanskrit Nīlakaṇṭha 
Dhāraṇī, the 2019 song,“Độ Ta Không Độ Nàng” (Why bless me, but not her), captures 
the lament of a young monk over the death of his previous love interest, a young princess, 
who commits suicide after being raped by a lord. Despite the popularity of these songs on 
social media, various temple’s youths and monastics contended that the song lyrics 
misrepresent Buddhism and show disrespect to the Buddha. They posted and/or shared 
these criticisms on their personal and the temple’s different Facebook pages. In fact, in 
the case of the 2019 hit song, the abbot actually rewrote the song lyrics to emphasize that 
Buddhism is a religion of self-salvation, and that the Buddha cannot save anyone, but one 
has to save oneself. The new song, while maintaining the same melody, was recorded by 
a professional singer and promoted across the temple’s social media sites.  
To a large extent, the Temple of Wisdom’s “aggressive” usage of social media, 
particularly through its various strategies to assert the temple’s modernist vision of 
Buddhism in the space of public media consumption, exemplifies two qualities that 
Michael Warner identifies as central to the formation of a public, that is, its constitution 
through “mere attention” and “the reflexive circulation of discourse” (2002: 60-68). 
While the Internet and social media appear almost endlessly saturated with numerous 
forms of contents, the abbot and his media team had developed strategies to facilitate, 
renew, and sustain online attention from a diverse range of media consumers, while 
“flooding” social media with its seemingly continuous production and circulation of 
Buddhist contents. The “semiotic forms” that these Buddhist contents take entail not just 
written texts, but also visual, audio, and even digitally-interactive ones (e.g., the 
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Facebook “like,” “share” icons). As the discussion of the temple’s media team and young 
Buddhists who manage its social channels suggests, the temple’s social media empire is 
predicated on an ideology in which the consumption, circulation of, and engagement with 
online Buddhist contents (via share and comments), particularly those propagating the 
temple’s modernist vision of Buddhism, constitute an important element of a new 
reflexive Buddhist identity and community. In subsequent sections of this chapter and 
later chapters, I will show that social media allow the monastics and lay Buddhists at the 
Temple of Wisdom to mobilize and coordinate the socio-political and economic capitals 
to actualize its many programs.  
 
 
Pedagogical Innovations: From Classroom Learning to Celebrity Talk Shows 
 
a. Weekly Buddhist Classes  
In addition to the publication of Buddhist texts in vernacular Vietnamese and the 
dissemination of Dharma over social media, the weekly Buddhist classes and the 
weekend retreats at the Temple of Wisdom are important sites where lay Buddhist 
education takes place. During my time conducting fieldwork at the temple, the weekly 
Buddhist classes are divided into two sequences, the general basic Buddhist class and the 
more advanced, sutra-specific courses. These courses typically last three months and 
meet two times a week, though the more advanced courses tend to have a more flexible 
schedule. The general basic Buddhist class is the starting point for most young Buddhists, 
and over the course of my fieldwork, the curriculum of this class grew increasingly 
standardized. The class has two components. On the one hand, it introduces students to 
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the story of the Buddha’s search for enlightenment, basic Buddhist philosophies, 
including the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path, Dependent Origination, the Three 
Marks of Existence, as well as the historical spread of Buddhism to different parts of Asia 
and Vietnam. On the other hand, students learn the basics of vipassanā meditation of the 
Burmese and Thai traditions and mindfulness practices of Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum 
Village. The class typically starts with a short period of meditation, followed by lectures 
and group activities. I attended one of the basic Buddhist courses in 2017. At the time, 
two monastic teachers were teaching the course. While one teacher was in charge of 
teaching basic Buddhist history and philosophies, the other, Venerable L (whom I will 
discuss in Chapter 3), provided guidance in meditation.  
The majority of students who attended the weekly Buddhist classes are young 
university students and professionals. Noticeably, young women in their 20s and early 
30s make up the majority of the student population in these classes. In the 2017 basic 
course, I estimated that there were around 80 students, and women made up of three-
fourth of the class population. As these students are well-educated and young working 
professionals, the monastics teaching these courses utilize pedagogies similar to those 
found in a university setting. The monastic teachers who were in charge of the course I 
attended had received their university education at Buddhist universities in Vietnam and 
Thailand, and one of them was pursuing a doctorate at a local university. While lectures 
are delivered with the aid of PowerPoint and YouTube videos, the monastic teachers 
encourage small group discussions, debates, and presentations. When I participated in the 
2017 course, I observed many intense discussions and debates surrounding Buddhist 
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philosophies, particularly as they pertain to issues of morality, familial relationships, and 
daily consumption (e.g., the benefits of a vegetarian lifestyle). What stood out to me was 
that contrary to the common portrayal where female Vietnamese Buddhists are more 
active in devotional practices and not as interested in philosophical debates (Soucy 2012: 
163), female lay Buddhists at the Temple of Wisdom express great interest in learning 
and debating Buddhist concepts and philosophies.  
An example of these debates could be observed in one class on the three 
components central to Buddhist ethics that I briefly discussed in the introduction, namely 
sīla (Viet: giới; morality), samādhi (Viet: định; concentration), and paññā (Viet: tuệ; 
wisdom). After having explained the meaning of each component, the monastic teacher 
divided the class into smaller discussion groups to address the three discussion questions 
he had compiled. One question asked: are Buddhist precepts the same as “morality?” 
Following a short period of discussion, a female lay Buddhist, from the first group, 
volunteered to answer the question. Speaking to a microphone in front of the classroom, 
she explained that to her, precepts are specific rules that one, as a Buddhist, needs to 
follow, whereas morality is much broader, and it needs to be shown through one’s 
interactions with other humans and sentient beings. “I think of the precepts as the cause 
and morality as the effect. If you are able to keep the precepts, you will have a good 
morality. To keep the five precepts for lay Buddhists32 is difficult, and it depends on 
one’s ability. The more precepts one can keep, the better one’s morality becomes,” she 
 
32 The five Buddhist precepts for a lay Buddhist include: refrainment from killing, from stealing, from 
sexual misconducts, from false speech, and from consumption of drugs and alcohol.  
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explained. This answer prompted a male student from a different group to respond. Since 
it is indeed difficult to keep the five precepts, he understood the nature and meanings of 
Buddhist precepts to be in fact more comprehensive than conventional social morality. If 
one was to kill a mosquito, for example, such an act did not impact social morality, but as 
a lay Buddhist, one had violated the precept of non-killing. Continuing to hold on to her 
perspectives, the woman raised her voice and animatedly offered a counter argument, 
Morality is something so much broader, and you have to express it constantly in our daily 
life. When we kill an insect, for example, it does not violate the precept, but it might 
infringe upon our compassion. For us lay Buddhists, killing insects that impact our crops 
and our livelihood would not be wrong. But if we kill larger animals or humans, that 
would be against the precepts…The precepts are stable and can be numbered…but 
morality is something deeper and it needs to be expressed differently in different 
situations, all throughout our lives… I don’t claim to know much…but there are heavy 
and light precepts, and the violation of light precepts is easier to be repented than that of 
heavy ones.   
 
The debate continued with another student offering a third perspective: maybe we 
should not debate which is broader than the other and think of them as distinct systems 
developed for different communities and share some overlaps. A male student then 
observed that the Buddha created the precepts in order to allow his Sangha to focus on 
their ethical cultivation and not be distracted by other concerns. He joked that if the 
Buddha had devised his precepts in contemporary Vietnam, the number of precepts 
would have to increase exponentially as nowadays, temptations and distractions took so 
many different forms, including bars, clubs, prostitution, etc.  
The lively debates continued as we moved on to the other two discussion 
questions that asked students to explain how morality, concentration, and wisdom 
reinforce one another. As I was observing the intellectual exchanges among the students, 
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I was struck not just by how the students, without much formal training in philosophy or 
Buddhism, touched upon important tensions between virtue ethics and deontology, but 
also, more importantly, how both the students and the monastic teacher had fostered a 
sense of intellectual pluralism in the classroom. While the monastic teacher continued to 
assume a position of religious authority, the students were encouraged to raise their 
perspectives and participate in deliberation. The female lay Buddhist above, who I later 
found out works as a civics teacher, was only one among many women in the classroom 
that day who engaged in fierce debates with her male classmates. Of course, her 
disclaimer of “I don’t claim to know much” suggested a recognition of socio-religious 
hierarchy in which she was still a lay Buddhist and not a monastic teacher.  
In my conversations with a few students who participated in the course, they 
found the course’s systematic approach to Buddhism appealing. Tuyết, a third-year 
medical student in her twenties, explained to me that after having attended a few 
weekend retreats at the temple, she found herself wanting a more structured introduction 
to Buddhism. Tuyết’s family had followed Buddhism for a long time, but she described 
her family’s Buddhism to be more “superstitious.” “My family was more interested in 
worshipping and giving offerings…The temple where I participated in the three-refuge 
ceremony [Viet: quy y], the monk there organized a lot of rituals where people would 
give offerings to inauspicious stars to alleviate their negative impacts33… But later I read 
a sutra saying that practices like choosing [good or bad] dates are in fact superstitious,” 
 
33 I will discuss this ritual in more detail in a later section, but in 2019, the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha issued 
Dispatch No. 31 to condemn this practice to have a Daoist origin and thus not a part of Buddhism.  
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Tuyết shared. At the time of my interview with Tuyết in late 2017, she had finished the 
basic Buddhist course and in fact, was pursuing further Buddhist learning with the 
intention of following the monastic path. She took a particular liking to meditation and 
was studying under Venerable L, the meditation teacher. She revealed to me that her 
attraction to the Buddhist monastic path was because of all of the suffering she had 
witnessed as a medical student. “Being a medical doctor…it does not help people end 
their suffering. If you are a dedicated doctor, you can cure patients of illnesses, but then 
they will return once their illnesses come back or when they contract other issues. It’s a 
continuous cycle. Medicine does not appeal to me anymore, and so I have to search for 
another path,” Tuyết shared. She recounted to me how she had witnessed many incidents 
in Vietnamese hospitals where the doctors perform procedures improperly, leading to 
patients’ deaths. She was also able to observe how young people these days suffered from 
health and mental conditions, and these experiences led her to contemplate the Buddha’s 
teachings on impermanence. The basic Buddhist class at the Temple of Wisdom, in many 
ways, provided her with not only an introduction to Buddhist ethics and meditation, but 
also a space for her to mull over the experiences of pain and suffering in late-socialist 
Vietnam and to search for an alternative path.  
Let us return to the weekly Buddhist classes. Although the monastic teachers in 
these classes still occupy a role of religious authority, they rely heavily on young 
Buddhists for the design and implementation of the course materials. Each time the basic 
course on Buddhism is offered, for example, the monastic teachers will nominate a few 
young students to be the “class presidents,” who are responsible for the layout, printing, 
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and distribution of the learning materials via the class’ Facebook and e-mail groups. 
Every few weeks, instead of a regular lecture class, the monastic teachers will hold a 
Dharma forum, where students are encouraged to choose a topic or share a problem from 
their daily lives. These sharing sessions are appealing to many because they allow 
students to think and learn about how they can apply Buddhist teachings and practices to 
their lives. For lay Buddhist youth, common problems resolve around issues of familial, 
romantic, and professional relationships, and the Dharma forums form a space where 
youth can develop a support group for one another. In the 2017 Buddhist class, these 
Dharma forums were led by Ven. L, the meditation teacher. I will recount in more details 
one of these Dharma forums in Chapter 3, when Ven. L drew on Buddhist teachings of 
interdependence and compassion to help youth navigate difficult family relationships.  
At the end of each Buddhist course, there is a final exam that tests students on 
basic knowledge about Buddhist teachings and history, and asks them to reflect on how 
their studies thus far have changed their perspectives on life and Buddhism. After the 
exam, students receive a certificate of completion and attend a “completion” ceremony, 
which is livestreamed on the temple’s social media sites. Unlike the certificates given out 
by the Chogye sect in South Korea that serve as a requirement for becoming officially 
recognized as a Chogye-affiliated Buddhist layperson (Kaplan 2017: 152), receiving a 
course-completion certificate from the Temple of Wisdom does not bind one to a certain 
sect. Though there are some youths who rarely return to the temple after the course, many 
others continue to voluntarily take other advanced courses, participate in the ritual of 
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taking the three refuge and formally receive a Dharma name, or assist with other 
educational and philanthropic activities at the temple.  
 
b. Weekend Retreats for Buddhist Youth  
Besides the more traditional classroom-based educational programs, the Temple 
of Wisdom offers regular weekend retreats for young children (from three to thirteen) 
every Saturday and young adults (from fourteen to early thirties) on one selected Sunday 
of the month. The retreats for young adults were one of the original retreats offered at the 
temple when I started my research there—the other being meditation retreats and retreats 
for the elderly and the middle-aged. The retreats for young children were not offered until 
late 2017, towards the end of my first year of fieldwork. At the time of my writing, the 
retreats for young adults continue to maintain the same level of frequency, that is, one 
particular Sunday per month. The retreats for young children, on the other hand, jumped 
from being offered every other Saturday to every Saturday. Both of these retreats are 
regularly attended by 200 to 500 young people, with the young adult retreats at times 
hitting the record of 1,300 people (see figure 5 to see the number of participants from 
2016-2018 recorded by the temple).34 While the retreats for young children put more 
emphasis on teaching the bodily behaviors of a proper Buddhist, or what Jeffrey Samuels 
referred to as “action-oriented pedagogy” (2004), retreats for young adults take the form 
of listening to Dharma lectures from monastic teachers and to the life experiences of 
 
34 The noticeable increase of the number of participants in the young adult retreat on January 3rd, 2018 was 
due to the presence of a popular Dharma teacher.  
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successful Buddhist intellectuals, businesspeople, and even, celebrities. For the design 
and implementation of these two youth retreats, monastics continue to rely on inputs from 






















Young Children Retreats:   
The curriculum for the young children retreats, for example, is compiled and 
developed by lay Buddhists in their late 20s and early 30s who are working or have 
worked as kindergarten and elementary school teachers. In these retreats, children learn 
about Buddhism and the Buddha through singing, dancing, picture painting, in addition to 
regular chanting, bowing, and basic sitting meditation practices. Besides Buddhist 
teachings, children learn essential life skills appropriate for their age groups, such as self-
protection, getting along with siblings or friends, proper traffic behaviors, and first aid. 
Figure 6. The number of participants in the weekend young adult retreats (2016-
2018). Statistics collected by the temple. Reproduced with permission. 
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During my fieldwork, the curriculum for this retreat was still in development. One of the 
young Buddhists in charge of developing the curriculum told me that he had to draw on 
multiple sources, including Buddhist educational materials produced by the abbot and the 
Vietnam Buddhist Youth Family, civic textbooks approved by the Vietnamese Ministry 
of Education, activities and programs from Singaporean Buddhist youth associations, and 
the models of organization from the Catholic youth organizations in Ho Chi Minh City. 
In one of our chats, he excitedly showed me pictures of Catholic youth groups and 
explained that the Catholic church has a long history of organizing youth programs, and 
that their programs are clearly structured into sequences following the development of a 
child from kindergarten all the way to high schools and beyond. He wanted to develop 
something similar for the Temple of Wisdom and had already crafted a proposal to be 
shown to the head abbot.  
The perspective of the young Buddhist above reflected the opinions expressed by 
the abbot on various occasions. The main purpose of the young children retreats, 
according to the abbot, is to ensure that lay Buddhist education starts early, and that 
young children can learn to get involved in Buddhist temple’s activities since a young 
age. While the Catholic church in Vietnam had managed to do this for a very long time, 
with a highly developed religious curriculum for every age, the abbot lamented that very 
few Buddhist temples in Vietnam had managed to do so. In a meeting a few weeks after 
the launch of the first young children retreat, a small group of the temple’s long-time 
volunteers and I were invited to sit with the abbot and other monastics to discuss how to 
best develop the curriculum for this retreat. He encouraged us volunteers, two of whom 
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were a professional child psychologist and a social worker, to work on formulating a 
textbook series that combines Buddhist ethics, philosophy, and life-skills, and that can be 
used for young people of different age groups who participate in the temple’s retreats. 
The goal was to eventually publish and circulate these textbooks to other Buddhist 
temples in the country to help them develop Buddhist education programs for young 
people.  
The educational ideology of creating a new generation of self-reflexive, 
intellectual young Buddhists was clearly discernible when the first retreat was launched 
in late 2017. During this first session, the Temple of Wisdom organized a Buddhist 
ceremony of “Taking Refuge in the Three Jewels” (Lễ Quy Y) for about 300 young 
children present at the temple.35 The ceremony of taking refuge in the Buddha, the 
Dharma, and the Sangha is a ritual that initiates participants into the Buddhist community 
and formally recognizes them as Phật tử, or child/disciples of the Buddha. In Vietnam, 
most people do not participate in the ceremony until they decide to devote more time and 
efforts to learning and practicing Buddhism. Participating in the ceremony to become 
Phật tử is also not a prerequisite for people to go to Buddhist temples for devotional 
practices or even meditation. The fact that the temple decided to hold this collective ritual 
on the first session of the retreat for all of the children pointed to the conscious efforts of 
 
35 The following ethnographic data from my fieldwork on the ceremony of “Taking Refuge in the Three 
Jewels” appeared in the conference paper, “Shaping Middle-Class Buddhists: Children’s Moral Buddhist 
Language Socialization in Late-Socialist Vietnam,” co-authored with Merav Shohet, for the 117th 
American Anthropological Association Annual Meeting, San Jose, November 14-18, 2018.  
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the temple’s monastics to socialize young children into embodying a lay Buddhist 
identity. 
Consistent with the Temple of Wisdom’s modernist approach to Buddhism, the 
ceremony and the subsequent retreat activities emphasized both orderliness and “non-
superstitious” understanding of Buddhism. After having given a 45-minute lecture on the 
story of the Buddha’s search for enlightenment, the abbot directed the children to stand 
up from their seated position, make a V-shape with their feet, put their hands together in 
the lotus position in front of their bodies, and repeat after him, so that they could perform 
taking the triple refuge. With relatively little fidgeting or resistance, the children 
obediently repeated after the head abbot: 
1.1. Master (M): Us disciples whose names are… 
1.2. C (Children): Us disciples whose names are… 
1.3. M: Whisper your own names [pause]. Respectfully take the Buddha as our Teacher 
1.4. C: Respectfully take the Buddha as our Teacher.  
1.5. M: The one who shows me the way.  
1.6. C: The one who shows me the way.  
1.7. M: Towards happiness and peace. 
1.8. C: Towards happiness and peace. 
1.9. M: We pray the Buddha bear witness for us.  
1.10. C: We pray the Buddha bear witness for us.  
 
After the children finished taking the first refuge, the head abbot instructed them 
in minute detail how to do a full prostration. 
2.1. Now all of you together prostrate one time like I have instructed.  
2.2. Bow down, lower your body.  
2.3. Your two knees touch the floor.  
2.4. The two hands place on the ground.  
2.5. Your forehead comes into contact with the ground. Hold this position for three 
seconds.  
2.6. One. Two. Three.  
2.7. Together stand up.  
2.8. Your heels lift up your body.  
2.9. Stand up and lower your head to about your chest. After that, lift your head back up.  
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2.10. What you have just done is called “paying homage,” or “bowing” in short. 
 
This pattern of reciting to take refuge in the three Jewels followed by a full 
prostration with detailed bodily instructions continued with the other two refuges, namely 
the Buddhist Dharma and the Buddhist Sangha. At the end of the second prostration, the 
head abbot interjected a compliment to all of the children, “Rất giỏi” (Very well!), as 
they performed the prostration mostly in unison.  
At the end of this sequence of call-and-response, the abbot went on to explain the 
meaning of the ceremony:  
Now I will explain. The Buddha is the one who created Buddhism two thousand six 
hundred something years ago. Buddha’s Truths are the teachings of the Buddha. They are 
truths that help you end suffering. That’s why you need to read Buddhist sutras. You need 
to get used to those teachings. Gradually you will understand. And the Buddhist Sangha 
is the general term to refer to all of the monastics. And you regard monastics as your 
teachers. Just like teachers at your schools. This is what it means to be a “disciple of the 
Buddha.” Take the Buddha as your teacher. Take the teachings of the Buddha as your 
teachers. Take the Sangha as your teachers. (emphasis added) 
 
It is important to note that in the explanation above, the abbot only focused on 
how the Buddha and the Sangha are the children’s “teachers,” and how they needed to 
read sutras to understand the Buddha’s teachings. There was no mention of the magical 
power of the Buddha to grant wishes, to protect children from harm, and to help them 
with school work, all of which are common “desires” that parents normally would 
encourage their children to say when teaching them how to pray at Buddhist temples. The 
careful instruction on how to perform a full prostration is also important in this context. It 
provides children with the “practical consciousness” of bodily performance of social 
deference and recognition of religious hierarchy (Schieffelin 1990: 16; Shohet 2013). In 
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the context of the Temple of Wisdom where no burning of incense is allowed within the 
main hall, and where modernist articulations of Buddhism are explicitly discursivized, 
prostration during the ceremony took on a meaning of reverence, rather than supplication. 
The significance of prostration as a reverential act was brought to my attention by Thành, 
the 20-year-old university student in education mentioned above. He told me that after he 
had been going to the Temple of Wisdom for some time, he stopped burning incense 
when visiting other temples and only prostrated in the manner instructed by the abbot. “If 
you read some more, you realize that burning incense is actually not a part of Buddhism. 
When I prostrate in front of the Buddha, I don’t pray or wish. My intention then is only to 
pay respect to the Buddha,” Thành explained.  
The treatment of the Buddha and the Sangha as teachers continued to be 
routinized in all subsequent sessions of the retreat when I returned to the temple one year 
later in late 2018. The initial number of children had increased to close to 500, and the 
team of both monastic teachers and lay Buddhist youth had to divide the children into 
two groups. While kindergarten children took the fourth floor of the temple, elementary 
and early secondary school children were seated in the main hall. The retreat started with 
three prostrations, a period of sutra chanting for the older children and sutra singing for 
the younger ones, and a short silent sitting meditation session. When I visited the retreat 
session for the kindergarten children on the fourth floor, the children were singing a song 
in English to the tune of Frère Jacques. One verse went: “I love Buddha, I love Buddha. 
Yes, I do. Yes, I do. Buddha is my teacher. Buddha is my teacher. Teaching me, to be 
free.” Surprised by the Buddhist lyrics in English set to a French nursery rhyme, I asked 
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the young Buddhist who was in charge of developing the curriculum about the song. He 
could not remember exactly where the song was from, but he mentioned that they had 
tried teaching the children Buddhist terminologies in English for quite some time.  
The inclusion of English in the curriculum, to a large extent, speaks to the 
endeavor of the team and the temple to bring middle-class and cosmopolitan characters to 
lay Buddhist education for youth. Besides the modernist Buddhist contents, with the aid 
of PowerPoint, projector screens, and large speakers, children participated in the learning 
of English songs and dances, as well as important life-skills, such as how to manage time 
and schedule, how to resolve conflicts and build relationships, etc. Children found 
themselves inhabiting a temple space that shouts opulence with its golden Buddhist 
statues, high-tech equipment, air conditioners, and abundant milk boxes and cookies 
distributed to them for free. To a large extent, the young children retreat provides 
children with an introduction to what it means to be a “modern” (aspirational) middle-
class lay Buddhist, an ideal that gets discursivized once they start attending the temple’s 
other activities, including the young adult retreats.  
The increase in the number of children sent by parents to the Saturday retreats 
reflects that more and more parents had shown their support and entrusted their children 
to the care of monastics and lay Buddhist teachers. While I did not have a chance to 
interview the parents, the temple shared many positive responses from parents on its 
Facebook pages. In these testimonials, parents rave about how their children have learned 
to be good (ngoan) and respectful (lễ phép), how their children love going to the temple 
every Saturday, and how taking children to attend the retreat is a sign of “great and 
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genuine love” (tình thương lớn, tình thương chân thật) for their children. One of the 
teachers at the retreat remarked to me once that the children have a lot more merits 
(phước) than her and their parents’ generations to have the opportunity to be exposed to 
Buddhism from such a young age. 
 
Young Adult Retreats:  
While the young children retreat is aimed at introducing young children to 
Buddhist temples and communities, the retreat for young adults is designed to inspire and 
address socio-emotional concerns of students, especially in colleges and universities, as 
well as young professionals. At the retreat, young adults listen to Dharma lectures given 
by well-known monastics in the city on issues of family life, romantic relationships, 
friendship, mental health, and professional development. To attract youth’s attention and 
attendance, the temple adds a “talk-show” series that invites lay Buddhist intellectuals, 
businesspeople, and celebrities to discuss how Buddhism has helped them in their 
personal, professional, and spiritual lives. These “talk-shows” take the form of interviews 
between a monastic and the famous figures that allow youth to learn about the intimate 
lives, the struggles, and the life experiences of these public personalities. The Temple of 
Wisdom have managed to invite some of the biggest names in both the entertainment 
industry and the business world, and these appearances help increase the number of 
youths attending the retreat. 
Similar to the young children retreat, the temple’s modernist principles undergird 
much of the design of the young adult retreat. The first young adult retreat that I attended 
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in late 2016 was scheduled to begin at 6 a.m. on a Sunday. After entering the main 
entrance, new participants were greeted by the temple volunteers and directed to the 
registration tables. Since it was my first time, I was instructed to fill out a registration 
form. The volunteer informed me that at the end of the day, I would receive my 
participant card. On the front side of the card, there was a barcode, which would be 
scanned each time I participated in the temple’s weekend retreats, including the 
meditation retreat and the retreat for the elderly and the middle-aged. Such a system, I 
later found out, was to keep track of not only who was participating and the number of 
participants, but also how often an individual took part in the temple’s retreats. For young 
Buddhists, those who participated in 10 out of 12 youth retreats would receive a 
certificate of recognition at the temple’s end-of-the-year retreats.  
New participants like myself at that 2016 retreat were also given the temple’s 
retreat uniform, a light blue T-shirt with the temple’s name and logo on the back and the 
front. We were also given the option to wear a longer lay Buddhist robe, decorated with 
the temple’s logo. All of the retreat participants were encouraged to wear the temple’s 
uniforms because it would create a “reverential atmosphere” (không khí trang nghiêm) 
and a sense of unity as the temple’s media team recorded and live-streamed the event on 
social media. As figure 3 and 4 above show, participants in every weekend retreat are 
seated into orderly rows and columns, either on brown plastic chairs in the main hall or in 
wooden pews up in the mezzanine. At the 2016 retreat, the seating was also gendered, 
with the left columns seated mostly by young women and the right by young men 
(viewed from the main hall entrance). While this gendered seating was somewhat 
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consistent in the first few rows, the rest were quite mixed as young men and women who 
came in late quietly made their way to the few available seats in the back.  
Contrary to the young children retreats that include a diverse range of activities, 
the young adult retreats are designed to resemble more like a full day of lecture-listening 
and talk-show-watching. The multiple young adult retreats that I observed from late 2016 
to 2017 were quite uniform. The morning session, from around 6 a.m. to 11 a.m., entailed 
a short chanting session from the chanting book compiled by the abbot, a Dharma talk by 
the abbot or a famous monastic in the city, and a talk show program featuring a lay 
Buddhist intellectual, businessperson, or a celebrity. Between these different segments, 
the temple’s choir would perform or teach the retreat participants to sing along popular 
Buddhist songs, including those written by the abbot and Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum 
Village (music that is central to mindfulness practices discussed in Chapter 3). At lunch 
time, the temple’s volunteers would distribute lunch boxes to the participants, who would 
then be instructed by monastics to observe mindful eating in silence. Afterwards, while 
the volunteers collected the lunch boxes to be washed in the kitchen, retreat participants 
were encouraged to move mindfully up to the fourth, fifth, and sixth floor for a mid-day 
nap. Around 1:30 p.m., the afternoon session commenced with a period of sitting 
meditation of about 30 minutes. This was followed by either another talk-show with an 
invited lay Buddhist guest or by a session of Buddhist Q&A with the head abbot. The 
retreat ended around 5:00 p.m. with a period of chanting to transfer all of the merits 
accumulated that day to all sentient beings.  
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Scholars of Buddhism have identified two main educational modalities in 
monastic instructions, namely apprentice education and curricular education (Blackburn 
2001: 45; Borchert 2017: 109, 137). While apprentice education stresses the education of 
proper monastic behaviors and the relationship between the novices and their masters, 
curricular education emphasizes the dissemination and testing of formal, standardized 
Buddhist knowledge via textbooks and classroom settings. The Temple of Wisdom’s 
educational programs have incorporated both of these modes of education, with the 
young children retreats exemplifying the learning of proper bodily comportments, and 
with the weekly Buddhist classes focusing on the curricular dimensions.  
However, I would argue that the temple’s young adult retreat, through its talk-
shows, offers another modality of Buddhist education, one that can be referred to as, to 
draw on the work of Caroline Humphrey (1997), “exemplar-focused education.” In the 
context of Vietnam, the conjuring of historical figures as national heroes and moral 
exemplars has long been used in ethical and civic education (Tréglodé 2012; Kelly 2015). 
The most conspicuous example of this is the national cult of personality built around Ho 
Chi Minh in post-war Vietnam, which in recent years has given rise to the development 
of Uncle Ho religion (Malarney 2002: 199-204; Ngo 2019). The “exemplar-focused 
education” promoted by the young adult retreat at the Temple of Wisdom, of course, 
differs from the veneration of national heroes because the “Buddhist exemplars” featured 
in the retreats are regular (i.e., not nationally venerated), living people whose life stories 
and/or popular reputation can inspire young people to cultivate an ethical, modernist 
Buddhist subjectivity.  
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The Temple of Wisdom was not the first temple that employed this talk-show 
format to educate lay Buddhists. Another well-known Pure Land temple in the city had 
created its own version of lay Buddhist weekend retreats since the mid-2000 that featured 
regular pious Buddhists’ sharing their experiences with Buddhism, particularly 
miraculous salvation stories that demonstrate the power and compassion of the Buddhas 
and Bodhisattvas. The major difference between this earlier program and that of the 
Temple of Wisdom is the conscious decision on the part of the abbot to select 
“exemplars” who have successful professional careers and can articulate a modernist 
understanding of Buddhism. While the talk-shows have featured a diverse range of 
guests, including lawyers, educators, singers, actors, television personalities, 
businesspeople, they all seem to converge on the same narrative: the majority of the 
guests have come from humble backgrounds, worked hard to overcome life challenges, 
and drawn on Buddhist ethical teachings to become successful people with a strong moral 
compass. There were hardly any stories of miracles granted by Amida Buddha, of vowing 
and wishing, or of encountering ghosts and spirits, features that were more common in 
the talk-show programs produced by the other Pure Land temple previously. The 
“exemplar-focused education” then is predicated on a process that I call “visibilizing 
piety” whereby lay Buddhist exemplars not only narrate, but also embody a vision of 
modernist Buddhist piety through their invited appearances in the talk-shows.  
The incorporation of lay Buddhist exemplars, who are both ethically virtuous and 
professionally successful, in the young adult retreat, I argue, illustrates the interest of the 
temple in providing youth with guidance on how to be ethical Buddhists while dealing 
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with the challenges of the market economy. In the modernist formulation of the Temple 
of Wisdom, being Buddhists then is co-imbricated and co-articulated with the moral 
narrative of being “modern” and middle-class. As such, young Buddhists, as the abbot 
expressed, need to be proud of their Phật tử identity and should not be afraid to show it 
publicly. The abbot communicated this stance most intensely in an afternoon Q&A 
session at one of the young adult retreats. A young Buddhist stood up and asked: Why is 
Christmas being included in Vietnamese calendar, but many Buddhist holidays are not? 
Should lay Buddhists join in to celebrate Christmas? With a smile, the abbot explained 
how in India and many Muslim countries, Christmas is only a small holiday, and it is 
celebrated only by the Christian community. Vietnam, on the other hand, is facing the 
risk of losing its cultural identity because of globalization. The abbot continued:  
The fact that we [Vietnamese Buddhists] join in the celebration of Christmas is 
embarrassing. A much bigger collective following and copying the celebration of a 
smaller religion…it is embarrassing…You can see, on the 24th and 25th of December, 
while Christian followers are present at churches to celebrate, lay Buddhists will be 
present on the street outside to join in the celebration…Recently, there have been 
Buddhist temples who put on a celebration for Christmas, and some monastics even sing 
Christian hymns to express inter-religious tolerance. That’s frivolous. We, as lay 
Buddhists, are fortunate to learn the best wisdom and moral teachings of the Buddha. But 
we do not value it. Instead, we feel ashamed and gravitate towards something foreign, 
something different. That’s a cultural inferiority complex that needs to be overcome. 
That’s also a religious inferiority complex that needs to be overcome. As lay 
Buddhists,…we do not need to participate in celebrations of other religions, even if we 
are forced to.  
 
From the above answer, one can see that the educational project of creating a new 
generation of self-reflexive, intellectual Buddhists entails a conscious effort to demarcate 
religious and cultural boundaries. The vision of modernist Buddhist subjectivity 
propagated by the temple stands in stark contrast to the popular conception of being a 
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Buddhist, one that is predicated on the performance of a wide range of devotional 
practices, rather than a clear-cut articulation and commitment to a Buddhist orthodoxy 
and orthopraxy (Soucy 2012: 3).36 It is important to notice here as well that the vision of 
a new Buddhist identity is articulated in relation to nationalist sentiments, where being 
Buddhist is also being Vietnamese. I will explore this linkage further in the last section of 
this chapter.   
 
 
Modernist Lay Buddhist Education, Middle-Class, and its Limitations 
 
As mentioned, the modernist, technologically-driven, and nationalist approach to 
Buddhism of the Temple of Wisdom is one among many other interpretations of 
Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh City. The vignette that opens this chapter points to an interest 
in Tibetan Buddhism among young people in Vietnam, an interest that appears to be 
growing in large urban centers, including Hanoi, Danang, and Ho Chi Minh City.37 Of 
 
36 In December 2019, the General Statistics Office of Vietnam published a study documenting that Vietnam 
only has 4.6 million Buddhists (4.8% of Vietnam’s population at the time), and the number of Buddhists is 
second to the number of Catholics, which was documented to be 5.9 million (6.1% of Vietnam’s 
population). This new report resulted in an uproar of reactions from the Buddhist community, both 
monastic and lay, criticizing that the study had misrepresented the actual number of Buddhists. An article 
in Giác Ngộ (Enlightenment) magazine, the main publication of the National Sangha’s Department of 
Communication, reported that many lay Buddhists were forced by local officials to report their religious 
affiliations as “no religion” if they had not participated in the ceremony to take refuge in the three jewels. 
See: Ng. Huân, “Phật giáo chỉ còn 4,6 triệu tín đồ: ‘Sốc toàn tập’!,” [Buddhism only has 4.6 million 
followers: A Complete Shock!], Giác Ngộ Online, December 12, 2019, accessed January 3, 2020, 
https://giacngo.vn/sukien/diendanxaydung/2019/12/22/36C693/. 
37 During my fieldwork, I attended an event that took place in a hotel in Ho Chi Minh City, where a large 
group of people gathered in one of the hotel’s event rooms to watch a video conference of a lecture by the 
Dalai Lama. The lecture was televised live from Dalai Lama’s place of refuge in India, and on the 
projecting screen, one can see the presence of four congregations, one in India, one in Hanoi, one in 
Danang, and one in Ho Chi Minh City. The talk was simultaneously translated from English to Vietnamese 
by a young Vietnamese nun sitting by the side of the Dalai Lama. The video conference technology allows 
people from the Hanoi, Danang, and Ho Chi Minh City congregations to ask the Dalai Lama direct 
questions. My estimation was that there were roughly close to 100 people sitting in the hotel’s event room, 
including the elderly, the middle-aged, young adults, and small children. Based on the questions asked, the 
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course, a mixture of Pure Land and Zen Buddhism continues to assert a strong influence 
in the Buddhist religious field in the city, with some young people fully committed to 
Pure Land Buddhist practices.  
The tension between the modernist Buddhism of the Temple of Wisdom and Pure 
Land Buddhism comes out strongly in the story between Nga and her colleague. Nga was 
in her early thirties when I first met her at one of the philanthropic programs organized by 
the Temple of Wisdom in 2017. Prior to my meeting Nga, she had been studying 
Buddhism for almost five years. In our interview, Nga described herself as fortunate 
when she was able to quy y—that is, to participate in the ceremony of taking refuge in the 
three jewels—with the Most Ven. Thích Minh Châu, one of the most well-known 
Vietnamese monks who did the first complete Vietnamese translation of the Pali tipiṭaka 
and was one of the main architects of the Vạn Hạnh Buddhist University in the 1960s.  
After her meeting with the Most Venerable and initial introduction to Buddhism 
in 2007, Nga found herself heartbroken over a failed romantic relationship, and this 
experience led her to meditate on the impermanent nature of life. She went to many 
temples where she would pray to the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas to help her get through 
her difficult times. “If I stayed at home, tears kept coming out, even though I didn’t want 
to cry. So I went to temples often where I prayed and tried to leave as much of my 
emotional burden there as possible,” she recounted. She sought out online videos of 
Dharma talks by various Buddhist teachers on YouTube who talked about the ebb and 
 
manners of speech, as well as styles of dress, it appeared that most of the participants were middle-classed, 
well-educated, and working professionals.  
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flow of the human condition and advised people on problems with romantic relationships. 
Nga found these talks compelling, and with the digital algorithm of YouTube, videos 
after videos of these talks were suggested to Nga, and she found herself listen to them 
continuously. Fast forward to 2016, one year before our meeting, one of Nga’s favorite 
Dharma teachers was invited to speak at the Temple of Wisdom at a retreat for young 
people, and Nga decided to participate in the retreat. She was attracted to the young 
dynamism of the temple and had since returned every Sunday to attend and help with the 
organization of the retreats.  
After one year attending the various educational programs at the Temple of 
Wisdom, Nga was introduced to the history and philosophy of Buddhism and meditation 
practices, and she became an avid practitioner of mindfulness meditation (a topic that I 
will examine more carefully in Chapter 3). Towards the end of our interview, Nga 
reflected on the meaning of đi tu (đi: go; tu: fix), commonly translated in the Buddhist 
circle as “cultivation.” “Nowadays, young people come to Buddhist temples more and 
more because temples become more open…Young people are not afraid of the 
association between going to temples and đi tu. People understand the word ‘tu’ more as 
‘sửa’ (to fix), rather than ‘buông bỏ’ (to abandon),”38 she remarked. Almost immediately, 
 
38 The word đi tu typically can have the connotation of being committed to the Buddhist path, especially to 
the extent that one considers partaking the monastic path and abandoning all worldly desires. Much of the 
lay Buddhist educational efforts in Vietnam has also predicated on reconfiguring this connotation by 
emphasizing that tu is more about recognizing and fixing the bad tendencies of a person, and that it can be 




   
 
Nga switched over to discuss about a colleague at work who, in Nga’s opinions, 
exemplified the “wrong way” of “cultivation.”   
From Nga’s description, the colleague, Hương, a young woman in her late 
twenties, appeared to be very committed to Pure Land Buddhism. In addition to a strict 
vegetarian diet that rendered her physically weak for long work trips, Hương dedicated 
much of her time to chanting the name of Amida Buddha and to reading up on or 
watching videos about rebirth in the Western Pure Land (vãng sanh). “She would 
constantly watch these videos of vãng sanh scenarios [at the moments of people’s 
deaths]. And she would put her whole belief in rebirth in the Pure Land. She would watch 
the relics39 that people left behind,” Nga recounted. Nga also grew alarmed when Hương 
recently bought a book entitled, “Things you need to know before you pass away,” and 
asked close friends of Hương to inform and check with her parents. It seemed to Nga, 
though, that this was part of Hương’s endeavor to research about rebirth. Nga informed 
me that Hương’s interest in Pure Land Buddhism started after she went through a break-
up with a boyfriend from university. Hương was already on a path to pursue graduate 
studies in accounting when she decided to put a stop to the plan after finding out that her 
ex-boyfriend was going to be in the same school. Since then, Hương isolated herself and 
began practice Pure Land Buddhism more strictly. Despite Nga’s multiple attempts to 
 
39 In certain interpretations of Pure Land Buddhism, one of the signs that someone has been reborn in the 
Pure Land is the relics, or xá lợi, that people will leave behind. These relics can be small bone fragments, 
teeth, or other physical remains. The number and the completeness of the relics left behind signify the level 
of ethical piety of the dead persons. Most Ven. Thích Quảng Đức, the monk who self-immolated to protest 
the religious discrimination policies of the South Vietnam government in 1963, for example, left behind a 




   
 
convince Hương to visit the Temple of Wisdom and join in the educational and 
meditation programs there, Hương refused because she did not want to be distracted by 
the influences of other Buddhist schools.  
At the end of our conversation, Nga asked if I would like to meet with Hương 
because she thought that I might be to help with this “difficult case.” While denying the 
possibility that I can convince Hương in any way, I agreed to meet with her because her 
orientation to Buddhism showed a big contrast to those of other young Buddhists I met at 
the Temple of Wisdom. A week later, the three of us met up for a vegetarian lunch. 
Contrary to Nga’s previous descriptions of her colleague as “sluggish” and “paying little 
attention to her appearance,” Hương was an animated young woman, with her long hair 
neatly tied up in a ponytail and her office attire well-kept and ironed. After our initial 
introduction and discussion of my research work, Hương went on to talk about her Pure 
Land Buddhist practices and interest in rebirth in the Western Paradise. While Hương 
refrained from talking about her relationship issue as the starting pointing of her interest 
in Pure Land Buddhism, she recounted that she learned about Pure Land Buddhism in her 
fourth year of university via an online forum run by Vietnamese Buddhists in California. 
In the forum, participants discuss and share materials about Pure Land teachings, 
including books, videos, and images about relics and rebirth. Before all this, she had 
participated in the ritual of taking refuge in the three jewels, but the temple where she 
took part in the ritual was not a strict Pure Land temple.  
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Hương relayed that she learned about Pure Land Buddhism mainly by listening to 
a series of 60 Dharma lectures by the famous Chinese monk, Master Chin Kung,40 on 
Kinh Vô Lượng Thọ (Amitāyurdhyāna Sūtra), a central sutra in Pure Land Buddhism 
where the Buddha instructed Queen Videhi how to be reborn in the Western Pure Land. 
Hương would watch all 60 videos of Master Chin Kung with subtitles, one video per day, 
and then repeat. In addition to watching videos and reading books by Master Chin Kung, 
Hương practiced intense chanting of the name of Amida Buddha anywhere, anytime, 
even in her dreams. The chanting of the four syllables of Amida Buddha’s name, “A-Di-
Đà-Phật” in Vietnamese, as Hương explained, is aimed to anchor the mind, creating a 
stable focus (tịnh) that allows one to foster stronger spiritual concentration and faith 
towards rebirth in the Pure Land41. In contrast to Zen Buddhism where one needs a 
teacher to guide and check on one’s progress, Hương contended that in Pure Land 
Buddhism, one can know one’s progress intuitively: if one makes a mistake in one’s 
effort in cultivation, one will know and feel compelled to fix it. Hương recounted one 
incident in which she was aware of a mistake while she was chanting the name of Amida 
Buddha in her dream. Instead of “A-Di-Đà-Phật,” she chanted “A-Di-À-Phật,” 
accidentally sliding over the “Đ.” When she woke up, she knew she made a mistake and 
 
40 Master Chin Kung (Viet: Tịnh Không) has acquired a strong following among the Vietnamese Buddhist 
community both in Vietnam and abroad, particularly Australia and the U.S. While Master Chin Kung 
promotes the transformation of Pure Land Buddhism into a system of ethical education and philosophy, 
many Vietnamese Buddhists are drawn to his teaching on rebirth in the Pure Land and the chanting of the 
name of Amida Buddha as a cultivation method that can lead to one’s salvation in the Pure Land.  
41 This practice stems in part from Amitāyurdhyāna Sūtra, in which Amida Buddha made 48 vows. The 18th 
vow of Amida Buddha reads: “If, when I attain Buddhahood, sentient beings in the lands of the ten 
directions who sincerely and joyfully entrust themselves to me, desire to be born in my land, and think of 
me even ten times should not be born there, may I not attain perfect enlightenment. Excluded, however, are 
those who commit the five grave offenses and abuse the Right Dharma.” (Inagaki 2003: 14).  
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had to make an effort to correct it. This attitude applies to her daily life as well: Hương 
must repent and correct all wrong doings she might do by reciting the name of Amida 
Buddha.  
Upon my asking whether she had tried out other forms of Buddhism, Hương 
responded no, arguing that she did not want to lose focus. Following the advice of Master 
Chin Kung, “Nhất môn thâm nhập trường kỳ huân tu,” or to pick one way and to commit 
to it, Hương wanted to put effort into mastering one way only. This has an impact on her 
personal life as well: she had not been in a romantic relationship for a while because she 
felt that a relationship only distracted her from her cultivation effort. Her interest in 
rebirth in the Pure Land seemed strong, evidenced by her excited sharing about incidents 
of relics left behind after people’s death recorded online and about how her chance 
encounter with a relic of a Buddhist monk in a temple in the city had “energized” her to 
chant the name of Amida Buddha almost non-stop for a day. At the same time, Hương’s 
approach to ethical cultivation was not completely “other-worldly.” Following the 
teaching of Master Chin Kung, Hương wanted to be a more ethical person in this world 
with a strong sense of responsibility for her parents. She revealed that she recently 
purchased a book on Confucian filial piety to relearn the proper behaviors and affects a 
child should have towards his/her parents.  
I have recounted my conversations with Nga and Hương here to highlight not 
only the diversity of Buddhist knowledge frameworks among Buddhist youth, but also 
the distinctions and potential limitations of the model of youth-oriented Buddhism 
promoted by the Temple of Wisdom detailed above. While the Temple of Wisdom has 
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managed to carve out a “social media empire” that populates its version of modernist 
Buddhism on different media channels, my conversation with Hương shows that other 
forms of Buddhism, including Pure Land Buddhism, exist in tension and are making 
strong ethical demands on their youth followers. Hương’s exposure to the Pure Land 
Buddhist teachings of Master Chin Kung via online forums and YouTube points to the 
complex landscape of the Buddhist cyberspace, with Buddhist masters from all over the 
world espousing different forms of Buddhist knowledge and practices. Interestingly, her 
approach to Pure Land Buddhism, including her dedication to reciting the name of Amida 
Buddha, to listening dutifully to Master Chin Kung’s Dharma talks, and to researching 
about rebirth and filial piety, seems to present a competing vision of “modern” Buddhist 
identity to that promulgated by the Temple of Wisdom. Hương’s one-pointed 
commitment to Pure Land Buddhism is the result of a long period of serious study and 
research, and her daily practices are aimed at becoming a “sincere” Buddhist subject 
(Keane 2007: 210). As such, Hương is different from the “typical lay Buddhist” who is 
criticized by the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom to only perform devotional rituals 
without serious learning of Buddhist teachings. At the same time, Nga’s discomfort with 
Hương’s intense interest in rebirth and her labelling of this interest as the “wrong way” of 
cultivation in our interview demonstrates that the other-worldly focus of Pure Land 
Buddhism does not resonate with the theological and ethical perspectives of the Temple 
of Wisdom’s approach to Buddhism. 
One central question remains from the exchange between Nga and Hương: in a 
pluralistic Buddhist religious field, how and why do Buddhist youth choose to follow and 
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potentially commit to certain approaches to Buddhism and not others? The Temple of 
Wisdom has managed to create such extensive educational resources, both online and 
offline, and to amass a large youth following. Yet, there are still many young people, like 
Hương and the young woman from Hanoi in the vignette that opened this chapter, that 
prefer other approaches to Buddhism. The question I posed above will be a recurring one 
as I continue to discuss other aspects of the youth-oriented Buddhism of the Temple of 
Wisdom. For now, I would like to return to the notion of “duyên” that the girl from Hanoi 
used to justify her attraction to Tibetan Buddhism as both theological and sociological 
lenses into youth’s religious inclination.  
Throughout my fieldwork, duyên is one of the key words that I have heard in 
multiple conversations with both monastics and lay Buddhists. In regular conversations, 
duyên refers to a kind of “fated” connection between two people, or in the case of the girl 
from Hanoi, between a person and a religious tradition. There is no explanation for this 
connection per se: when two people have duyên together, they will meet. This applies to 
relationship between teacher and student as well: when a lay Buddhist manages to meet a 
master and develop connections with the master, that is considered a duyên lớn, or a great 
duyên. However, if the two people connected by duyên do not maintain or foster that 
connection, their duyên will run out, and they will drift apart. This happened to me and a 
fellow lay Buddhist whom I met at a meditation retreat. When I asked her how she would 
explain duyên, she answered simply, “Well, I met you today. That’s duyên.” She and I 
saw each other a few more times at different retreats, but then as time went on, we lost 
touch, and our duyên seemed to run out.  
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In a more formal Buddhist understanding, duyên can be understood as a 
“condition” within a series of cause-and-effect relationship. The Buddhist doctrine of 
pratītyasamutpāda (Pali: paṭiccasamuppāda; Viet: nhân quả), or dependent origination, is 
encapsulated in the Buddha’s teaching: “When this is present, that comes to be. From the 
arising of this, that arises. When this is absent, that does not come to be. From the 
cessation of this, that ceases” (Buswell and Lopez 2014; entry pratītyasamutpāda). In this 
sense, duyên is a condition that allows for the rise and development of something else.42 
A person can consciously cultivate a duyên, or gieo duyên (lit. to sow a condition),43 that 
contributes to the actualization of certain outcome. However, every course of action is 
determined not only by conditions cultivated by one’s actions, but also by conditions 
generated by other people’s actions. Interestingly, duyên is connected to not only actions 
at this moment or in this lifetime, but also actions from other lifetimes. It is thus working 
in relation to the concepts of merit and karma: a meritorious action from a long time ago 
might engender an advantageous condition now, while a bad action can create a difficult 
condition. When the right duyên is present and everything seems to go according to one’s 
plan, Vietnamese monastics and lay Buddhists will refer to this as “đủ duyên,” having 
enough conditions, or “thuận duyên,” following along the course of conditions. On the 
contrary, when the right conditions are not present, and when nothing seems to work out 
 
42 The principle of dependent origination is typically explained by the twelve linkages that constitute the 
perpetuation of samsara, or the cycle of rebirth and suffering. These twelve linkages include: (1) ignorance, 
(2) predispositions, or volitional actions, (3) consciousness, (4) name and form, or mentality and 
materiality, (5) the six internal sense-bases, (6) sensory contact, (7) sensation, or feeling, (8) thirst, or 
attachment, (9) grasping, or clinging, (10) existence or a process of becoming, (11) birth or rebirth, and 
(12) old age and death (Buswell and Lopez 2014; entry pratītyasamutpāda).  
43 This metaphor of “sowing” a condition appears commonly in Thích Nhất Hạnh’s writing on the mind and 
mindfulness practices (2006: 25), and I will explore it more in-depth in chapter 3.  
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despite one’s best efforts, my interlocutors will use the term “không đủ duyên,” not 
having enough conditions, or  “nghịch duyên,” going against the flow of conditions. 
When Nga had failed to convince Hương, her colleague, to come to the Temple of 
Wisdom to participate in the weekend retreats and social engagement activities multiple 
times, she expressed her worries about Hương’s obsession with rebirth to another friend 
of her, who is also a regular participant at the Temple of Wisdom’s retreats. The friend 
tried to talk to Hương, but to no avail. They decided to let Hương be and reasoned that 
she probably did not have enough duyên with the Temple of Wisdom or other Buddhist 
approaches, besides Pure Land Buddhism. Discursively, duyên has been used as a 
theological concept by young lay Buddhists to explain in hindsight why they are or are 
not attracted to a certain approach to Buddhism, especially after they have been following 
or have left a tradition for some time. The young woman from Hanoi in the vignette that 
opened this chapter also used duyên to explain why she gravitated towards Tibetan 
Buddhism, rather than other traditions. Hương also used the same explanation when I 
asked her more explicitly why she followed Pure Land Buddhism. When invoked, the 
notion of duyên, in the sense of “fated” connection, carries an air of enigma: it is difficult 
to pinpoint exactly what leads to this connection, but there is a connection. The duyên 
between Hương and Pure Land Buddhism, between the young woman and Tibetan 
Buddhism, could be due to some karmic relationships cultivated from past lives, but the 
important point is that Hương, and possibly the woman from Hanoi, continues to foster 
their duyên with these Buddhist traditions through continuous practices.  
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Some duyên, when viewed as conditions within a series of cause-and-effect 
relationships, however, can be identified, and in many cases, whether a young Buddhist is 
attracted to the temple’s modernist agendas might depend on his/her social class, gender, 
and “affective bonds” (Samuels 2010) to the teacher and the temple itself. As I have 
shown thus far, the Temple of Wisdom’s weekly Buddhist classes and weekend retreats, 
with its emphasis on the intellectual study of Buddhism and the consumption of Buddhist 
texts, attract well-educated youth and young professionals. They provide an environment 
where young men and women, like Thành, Tuyết, and Nga, can develop a foundational 
understanding of Buddhist teachings, while fostering relationships and communities with 
other young Buddhists. The Temple of Wisdom’s campaign to “erase Buddhist illiteracy” 
by promoting Buddhist scholasticism and eschewing superstitions reverberates with the 
imperatives of being “modern” and “civilized,” and the ethics of self-actualization that 
underlie the constitution of middle-class-ness in post-economic reforms Ho Chi Minh 
City (Leshkowich 2016: 175).  
The intimate connections between the temple’s educational ideologies and social 
class are reflected in my interview with Yến, a young woman in her early thirties and the 
niece of one of the important patrons of the temple. Growing up in a successful business 
family, Yến pursued her higher education abroad and obtained a graduate degree in 
Business Administration. In recounting to me how she and her aunt, Ms. Hồng, became a 
dedicated follower and patron of the Temple of Wisdom, Yến described her first 
exposure to the abbot’s modernist teachings as a moment of “waking up from a state of 
delirium” (bừng tỉnh khỏi cơn mê). Prior to learning about the Temple of Wisdom in 
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2012, Yến and her aunt were similar to many lay Buddhists who went to temple twice a 
month to pray and to donate money for charity. They were also regular viewers of a video 
series produced by a famous Pure Land Buddhist temple in the city that featured 
“miraculous stories”—what Yến described in our interview in 2017 as superstitious—of 
how Buddhism has contributed to the financial success and well-being of many famous 
entrepreneurs and lay Buddhists. Being a businesswoman in a competitive industry, Ms. 
Hồng used to regularly consult Buddhist monks about astrology to determine the good 
dates to start a business venture and to perform offering rituals to the Buddha and the 
Sangha to generate good merits for her business. During these rituals, Yến noticed that 
some of the monks did not appear to behave properly; some of them were not sitting still 
while performing the rituals, while others were smoking. “As a person who had studied 
abroad, I didn’t believe in magical invocations. I only believed in the law of karma. But 
when I see these monks behaving not properly, I lost a lot of my faith [in Buddhist 
monks],” Yến recounted.  
It was not until a visit to the countryside in 2012 that Yến and Ms. Hồng 
encountered the teachings of the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom. Having downloaded 
and saved five hours of the abbot’s Dharma lectures on their mobile devices, Yến and her 
aunt spent the whole bus ride listening non-stop to these talks. Every word, every 
sentence uttered by the abbot in these recordings resonated deeply with Yến. While the 
abbot’s lectures were quite dried—they addressed “practical issues” like the art of 
spending and saving money, of handling familial disputes, and of building social 
relationships by drawing on the Buddha’s teachings of dependent origination, non-self, 
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and impermanence, and were different from the “emotional contents” related to filial 
piety44 common to Dharma talks by other monastics at the time—Yến was struck by the 
abbot’s “straightforward” (thẳng thắn) and “realistic” (thực tế) approach to Buddhism. 
Yến preferred the practical interpretation of Buddhism in the abbot’s lectures to the 
emotional style of other Dharma talks, a style, she opined, that youth from the “city 
outskirts” (giới trẻ vùng ven) or “non-urban” youth (giới trẻ không thành thị) would 
enjoy. After the trip, Yến and her aunt searched for the abbot. Before the temple’s official 
reconstruction in 2015, the Temple of Wisdom, in Yến’s recollection, looked like a small 
“Chinese temple” (chùa người Hoa) adorned by Chinese scripts on its external 
architecture, and this prevented Yến and her aunt from visiting the place, thinking it was 
reserved more for the Chinese communities in the area. Since their meeting with the 
abbot, Yến and Ms. Hồng had successfully raised funds to build the current temple’s 
structure, and both had played a central role in the establishment and management of a 
Buddhist non-profit located inside the temple that is responsible for the organization of 
the temple’s social engagement programs, the story of which I will examine in Chapter 4.  
What ultimately drew Yến to continue dedicating herself to the temple’s 
programs, besides the abbot’s modernist approach to Buddhism, is his promotion and 
embodiment of the ethic of self-actualization. She shared,  
 
44 The genre of Buddhist Dharma talks that focus on filial piety is indeed quite popular in Vietnam among 
youth. These Dharma talks typically entail emotional stories of how parents have sacrificed for their 
children and how children should pay respect and love their parents before their passing. Video recordings 
of these Dharma talks on YouTube typically show how lay Buddhists collectively burst into tears as they 
listen to stories of parental sacrifices and of the negative karmic ramifications when children neglect to care 
for their parents.  
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The abbot is different from other monks. He is modern (hiện đại) …When you meet other 
monks, they put a lot of emphasis on mannerism (rất kiểu cách). For example, when you 
meet them, you have to bow and such. Lots of complicated performance. The abbot, his 
style is very simple. When he meets you, he simply smiles. He is different, and so I like 
him…The more you listen his lectures, the more you feel that you have to put forth 
diligent efforts (nỗ lực tinh tấn) ...Many teachers will espouse different approaches to 
Buddhism. Some will promote ethical cultivation through mindfulness meditation, for 
example, and that is a correct approach. But the abbot’s style is that as a lay Buddhist, 
you have to try your best. I feel motivated to do better…Gradually, I believe more in 
Buddhism and feel motivated to study Buddhism more deeply. I study more. I listen to 
Dharma talks more. Not just by the abbot, because if I just limit myself to listening to the 
abbot, I cannot improve. Because when he teaches, he focuses on particular topics, but 
other teachers might focus on other aspects…At this temple, his standard, no, not 
standard, but his ‘principle’ is that you need to try your best. The abbot himself 
exemplifies [this principle of] “trying your best.”  
 
Yến went on to explain that the abbot always put forth his utmost effort in his 
endeavors to reform Vietnamese Buddhism. Because of his ideals, Yến explained, the 
abbot always tried to do as much as possible in a short period of time, and he often took 
on a lot of projects. Having assisted the abbot directly with many of the temple’s 
educational and social engagement programs during my fieldwork, I fully understood 
Yến’s observation. The abbot’s daily schedule is always filled to the rim with 
commitments, including Dharma lectures at his temple or at the Vietnam Buddhist 
University, meetings with the Buddhist sangha offices and international Buddhist 
delegates, leading Buddhist pilgrimage trips for lay Buddhists, and various Buddhist 
book and translation projects. I am sympathetic with Yến’s sentiment that when one has a 
teacher like the abbot, one can feel strongly compelled to continue trying and working 
tirelessly.  
Coming back to Yến’s story, inspired by the abbot’s modernist approach and 
ethos of self-actualization, Yến kept up with her study of Buddhist philosophies, while 
dedicating much of her time to helping her aunt and the head abbot manage the affairs of 
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the Buddhist non-profit. At the time of our interview, she was close to finish the trilogy, 
Phật Học Phổ Thông (General Buddhism),45 the foundational textbook series commonly 
used in Buddhist colleges in Vietnam for Buddhist novices and lay Buddhists. Referring 
to herself as a “rigid person” (cứng nhắc), Yến was drawn to this trilogy because it 
offered a systematic overview of key concepts of Buddhism, Buddhist history, as well as 
of the different schools of Buddhism and their central philosophies. In this way, 
Buddhism emerged to her as a clear system of thoughts that is graspable by logical 
reasoning and reflections. Yến told me that she had also read books by other monks, 
including those written by the famous Vietnamese Zen Master Thích Nhất Hạnh, but 
these books allowed her to gain a more experiential perspective to Buddhism, rather than 
an intellectual one (the circulation of Thích Nhất Hạnh’s book in contemporary Vietnam 
will be discussed in Chapter 3). In addition to learning about Buddhism through Dharma 
talks, books, and engagement in philanthropic activities, Yến and her aunt, Ms. Hồng, 
had participated in temporary ordination retreats at a Theravada nunnery in Ho Chi Minh 
City, where they spent one week practicing meditation and living according to the 
 
45 This textbook series was authored by Thích Thiện Hoa in the 1960s, and it was used by many Buddhist 
schools and colleges as the foundational introductory textbooks to Buddhism for both monastics and lay 
Buddhists. The book series were reprinted in the early 1980s and continued to be used as an authoritative, 
systematic introduction to Buddhism. At its core, Phật Học Phổ Thông’s aim, as stated by Thích Thiện Hoa 
in the preface, is to “help Buddhist followers understand the teachings of the Buddha, their values, and thus 
foster a deeper and stronger faith in the tradition.” When the textbooks were written in the 1960s, Thích 
Thiện Hoa also observed that Vietnamese lay Buddhists did not understand Buddhism deeply enough, and 
that they were easily swayed to convert to other new religions. For the full text in Vietnamese, see: Thích 
Thiện Hoa, Phật Học Phổ Thông (Ho Chi Minh City: Nhà Xuất Bản Tôn Giáo, 1997), 
https://thuvienhoasen.org/p22a3535/phat-hoc-pho-thong-khoa-thu-1-nhan-thua-phat-giao., accessed 
December 15, 2019.   
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monastic codes. Such an experience led Yến to understand the difficulty of the monastic 
lifestyle and to develop great respect for Buddhist monks and nuns.  
I will further discuss the stories and perspectives of Yến and Ms. Hồng in Chapter 
4, but Yến’s experience with lay Buddhist education, particularly as a follower and 
patron of the Temple of Wisdom, highlights the connections between the temple’s 
modernist approach to Buddhism and social class. In explaining her attraction to the 
Temple of Wisdom, Yến casts herself as someone who is well-educated, urban, and self-
actualized. She identifies with the modernist, intellectual approach to Buddhism through 
her systematic learning of Buddhist teachings and consumption of Buddhist educational 
materials. Moreover, as a young businesswoman, Yến distances herself from any 
superstitious practices of other businesspeople and merchants, such as astrology or 
transactional offerings to wealth gods, spirits, and other Buddhist figures, practices that 
her aunt, Ms. Hồng, used to perform. Instead of relying on supernatural assistance in 
navigating the market economy, Yến tries to embody and enact the virtue of self-
actualization by working hard, learning to do business following the Buddhist principles 
of cause-and-effect (e.g., saving money instead of spending lavishly, building 
harmonious relationships with business partners), and continuing to give back to the 
community through her work with the temples and the Buddhist non-profit.  
Ann Marie Leshkowich, in her study of women traders and businesswomen in 
post-economic reforms Ho Chi Minh City (2006; 2014), has shown how different forms 
of religiosity have become indexes of social classes, particularly as these social 
distinctions are articulated in relation to the discourses of civility and the construction of 
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gender. While female “petty traders” (tiểu thương) engage in both transactional 
relationships and relationships of sentiment (tình cảm) with the God of Wealth, the God 
of the Earth, the Lady of the Realm and other deities to appeal for economic prosperity, 
security, and family well-being, many “businesswomen” (nhà kinh doanh) turn to a more 
“philosophical” articulation of Buddhism to distance themselves from the stigma of 
feminine superstitions, to cultivate a subjectivity of virtuous entrepreneurship, and to 
conceptualize wealth as the result of karmic merit (2006: 296-297). Leshkowich astutely 
observes, as businesswomen draw on and embody Buddhist discourses of virtue and 
morality, Buddhism provides them with an alternative strategy of accumulating good 
quan hệ (relations) and uy tín (prestige or face) to that of the male-dominated 
Confucianism where economic relations and prestige are cultivated through reciprocal 
exchanges, often involved banqueting, drinking, and prostitution (2006: 302; on 
masculinist approach to business dealing, see: Osburg 2013; Hoang 2015). As I will 
demonstrate in Chapter 4, Ms. Hồng, Yến’s aunt, has managed to raise a large amount of 
funding for the temple’s social engagement activities by drawing on her image and 
reputation as a virtuous Buddhist businesswoman.  
As a young Buddhist who identifies strongly with the modernist, intellectual 
approach to Buddhism and the ethos of self-actualization, Yến, I contend, engages in two 
levels of distinction. On the one hand, she distinguishes herself from her aunt’s 
generation of women, who might have grown up with and thus accustomed to 
“superstitious” religious practices and interpretation of Buddhism. This is evidenced in 
her original distrust of Buddhist monks whom her aunt used to consult on issues of 
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astrology and ritual performance. On the other hand, Yến consciously sees herself as a 
well-educated urbanite who prefers a logical and systematic approach to Buddhism to an 
“emotional” one, an approach towards which, as she holds, “non-urban” youth tend to 
gravitate. It is important to note that in our interview, she did not dismiss the “emotional” 
or the “superstitious” interpretations of Buddhism as wrong or illegitimate; rather, these 
approaches work for a certain group of people. “There are aspects of Buddhism that 
might be superstitious, but they can be helpful for…common folks (người bình dân). For 
example, people might learn that if they do that one wrong thing, they might end up being 
in the 18 levels of hell. When you say it like that, people are afraid, and they will not do 
wrong things,” Yến opined.  
In many ways, Yến’s attraction to the modernist Buddhism promoted by the 
Temple of Wisdom might not be so different from the sentiments of Thành, Nga, and 
Tuyết, the three young people above who have been regular participants at the temple’s 
educational programs. All four of them gravitate towards the Temple of Wisdom because 
it offers a vision of Buddhism that is intellectual and different from the form of 
devotional, “superstitious” Buddhism commonly practiced in southern Vietnam. 
Although all four youths are pursuing or have received university education, Yến stands 
out not only because of her economic background, but also because of her role in 
contributing to the management and functioning of the temple’s programs. In this sense, 
while Thành, Nga, and Tuyết’s participation in the modernist educational programs 
reflects an aspiration towards middle-class religiosity—manifested in this chapter as the 
proper consumption of religious educational materials and the conscious cultivation of a 
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modernist religious subjectivity—Yến’s articulation of her religiosity can be seen as a 
reification of her socio-economic status, international educational background, and moral 
respectability.  
I have discussed the story of Yến here to demonstrate that the modernist Buddhist 
educational programs at the Temple of Wisdom promote and become articulated with 
middle-class sensibilities. While I have shown thus far that these programs have managed 
to attract a large number for university-educated youth, there are aspects of these 
programs that do not appeal to those who have participated. Some of the young adults 
find the temple space “overly luxurious” (xa xỉ), with its large golden Buddha statues, 
walls clad with hundreds of smaller golden Buddhas, air-conditioned worship halls, and 
technological gear, such as sound systems, flatscreen TVs, and large video cameras all 
around to record the events. Among the different educational programs for youth at the 
temple, the weekend retreats for young adults have received a lot of mixed reactions. 
Many young participants find the retreats to be overly “academic” in terms of content. At 
the first weekend retreat for youth that I attended, for example, the guest monastic teacher 
delivered a highly academic lecture comparing the ethical philosophies of Aristotle and 
the Buddha. As a young participant sitting in front of me was taking a selfie with a group 
of friends, two young women next to me whispered audibly, “Trời ơi (Oh my god)! I am 
so sleepy.” Another young Buddhist, whom I met at a meditation retreat, remarked that 
she only attended the weekend retreats for youth at the Temple of Wisdom twice before 
deciding not to go anymore. She commented that the abbot’s style of teaching was quite 
dried and intellectual, making it hard for an average person to understand, and she found 
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that his teaching did not “touch her heart” (chạm vào tâm). These perspectives suggest 
that the weekend retreats for youth at the Temple of Wisdom, with its middle-class 
orientations and emphasis on scholasticism, lack the kind of “affective” bonds, a sense of 
connectedness, to both the monastics and the temple that some young people look for. 
This is a problem that the abbot had also recognized. While the number of 
participants in the weekend retreats for youth had remained rather consistent (average of 
500 people) throughout my fieldwork, the abbot was unhappy that the temple had not 
managed to formally establish a core group of lay Buddhists who could help connect 
youth to increase the temple’s youth membership. In his vision, this core group of youth 
would assist the monastics to facilitate bonding among the young people who participate 
in temple’s activities. The abbot and other monastics at the temple argued that since the 
retreats usually accommodated such a large number of young people, people hardly got a 
chance to get to know each other and to feel “taken care of.” In late 2016, at the end of 
one of the retreats, the temple endeavored to actualize this vision by creating eight 
different groups of youth, and each of these groups comprised of young people who lived 
in three or four districts of Ho Chi Minh City that are adjacent to one another. This 
arrangement, however, resulted in some groups having more members than others, as 
most young people attending the retreat came from districts where local universities have 
their campuses or dormitories. Each group was led by two leaders, who had been regular 
participants in the temple’s programs. In addition to mobilizing youth to participate in the 
temple’s activities, these leaders would work closely with some of the monastics at the 
temple to organize meet-ups at the temple to socialize, build relationships, and practice 
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Buddhism outside of the context of the weekend retreats. Most of these groups also 
created a Facebook page to keep the group members informed of upcoming temple’s 
programs.  
While this plan received a lot of interest in the beginning, by the end of summer 
2017, it appeared that only a couple of youth groups from the original eight continued to 
operate or maintain an active online presence. Some group leaders had a hard time 
organizing a get-together for their group members because everyone had different 
schedules and commitments. Many university students, in particular, had very dense 
academic schedules, and many migrant students who come from poor families had to take 
up part-time employment to pay for their tuition and fees. Group leaders themselves also 
found it difficult to keep up with the temple’s activities, as many of them graduated from 
universities, changed jobs, started families, or relocated to a different part of the city or of 
the country. At other times, the monastics themselves at the temple were busy with 
temple’s affairs and found it difficult to meet regularly with the young people in their 
groups. Nga, the young woman who critiqued her colleague at work for her devotion to 
Pure Land Buddhism at the beginning of this section, was a co-leader in one of the youth 
groups. She revealed to me that even though she tried to connect people via emails and 
Facebook, she also did not want to “force” people to be a member of a religious group 
against their interests. “When there are events at the temple, I would send them invites. 
But I would never force them to go … If they don’t have enough duyên, how would I 
convince them to go? … I don’t want them to feel guilty if I invite them, and they can’t 
go and have to refuse. I don’t want them to react that way,” Nga shared.  
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My discussion of the temple’s challenges in fostering connections among a large 
number of young lay Buddhists from the weekend retreats, of course, is not meant to 
suggest that the Temple of Wisdom has not been able to attract young people. In fact, the 
temple’s statistics and my analysis of the key roles that young people have been playing 
in the design and implementation of the temple’s programs in this chapter prove 
otherwise. Rather, the challenges that the temple faced in forming a core group of youth 
and fostering continuous connections among a large group of people demonstrate that 
youth’s religiosity in Ho Chi Minh City is complex, and young people’s participation in 
Buddhist activities is contingent on multiple factors, including social class, affective 
connections, and life experiences. In invoking the notion of duyên above, Nga reminds us 
that a young person’s continued participation in the temple’s programs is difficult to 
guarantee, as youth’s life circumstances and dispositions change over time.  
 
 
Modernist Vietnamese Buddhism and Nationalist Politics 
 
As this chapter has made clear, central to the educational programs at the Temple 
of Wisdom, particularly as articulated in its campaign to “erase Buddhist illiteracy,” is an 
emphasis on serious scholastic study of Buddhist sutras and philosophies and a 
downplaying of devotional practices associated with superstitious beliefs promoted in 
Chinese Pure Land Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism. To purify Vietnamese 
Buddhism of Chinese religious influences, the head abbot draws on texts and practices 
from other Buddhist traditions, particularly Theravada Buddhism found in Thailand and 
Burma, and incorporate them into the temple’s publications and educational programs. 
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With these programs, the abbot aims to train and create a new generation of lay Buddhist 
youth, who not only are well-versed in Buddhist teachings, able to promote a proper, 
non-superstitious understanding of Vietnamese Buddhism, but also contribute to the 
functioning of Buddhist temples and the growth of Vietnamese Buddhism. These 
“modern” young Buddhists, as exemplified by the case of Yến above, strive to embody 
an ethic of self-actualization, as they work hard to cultivate both ethically and 
professionally.  
To a large extent, the modernist and nationalist vision of Vietnamese Buddhism 
promulgated by the Temple of Wisdom’s educational programs is similar to the 
rationalist understanding of Buddhism espoused by the National Vietnam Buddhist 
Sangha based at Quán Sứ Pagoda in Hanoi that Soucy documented. Drawing on Charles 
Taylor’s formulation of modernity and secularity, Soucy argues that the modern view of 
Buddhism propagated by the National Vietnam Buddhist Sangha “corresponds with the 
general disenchanted view of world as secular,” a view in which the world of spirits is 
dispelled, and religion “no longer expresses the individual as part of a social nexus, but 
instead is replaced by [what Taylor referred to as] ‘a new self-understanding of our social 
existence, one that gave an unprecedented primacy to the individual’” (Soucy 2012: 59, 
211; Taylor 2004: 50, 186). In conceptualizing Buddhism in these modernist terms, 
Soucy argues, Buddhist institutions and the state mutually benefit from each other. While 
the state benefits from the National Sangha’s upholding of an “ideological order” 
predicated on the discourse of modernity and secularity that “underpins the state’s right 
to rule,” the Buddhist institution “benefits in that it avoids confrontation with the state, 
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and instead is able to gain legitimacy by standing within the aura of state authority” 
(Soucy 2012: 51; emphasis added).  
While I generally agree with Soucy’s arguments, my research at the Temple of 
Wisdom complicates his characterization of Buddhism-state relationship and the 
rationalist approach to Vietnamese Buddhism promoted by the National Sangha in two 
ways. First, the modernist vision of Vietnamese Buddhism at the Temple of Wisdom 
indeed “dispels” the power of spirits, deities, and even other buddhas and bodhisattvas, 
and places great agency on the individual lay Buddhists in transforming their own lives 
through ethical and scholastic cultivation. However, even with this articulation, I would 
argue that individual lay Buddhists are never quite “divorced” from certain collective 
imaginaries. They may be “dis-embedded” from a larger cosmological vision where 
supernatural spirits and deities have agency to shape human affairs, but they are “re-
embedded” in an articulation of a Buddhist community where their individual cultivation 
and participation become crucial for the development of Vietnamese Buddhism. The 
Temple of Wisdom, through its renewed construction of Phật tử, envisions a new 
generation of lay Buddhists who not only are reflexive of their religious identity and will 
identify themselves as “Buddhists,” but also will actively contribute to the administrative 
functioning of Buddhist temples. In other words, the temple employs a modernist 
interpretation of Buddhism not to encourage “individualistic religiosity,” but rather to 
consolidate and solidify a Buddhist community. This religious project stands in contrast 
with the common approaches to Buddhism where many temple-goers in Vietnam do not 
generally identify strictly or readily as “Buddhists” due to a variety of socio-political 
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reasons, or where people perceive that ethical cultivation can be done at home, and thus, 
there is no need to go to temples.       
Second, while I agree with Soucy’s characterization that there is a mutual 
relationship between the Buddhist institution and the Vietnamese state, my research 
suggests that the Temple of Wisdom, under the leadership of the abbot, does not avoid 
engagement, or even confrontation in many cases, with the state. Rather, the abbot and 
his temple actively engage with the configuration of the role of Buddhism in shaping 
public ethics and in some cases, state authority. This can be seen most clearly in the 
abbot’s stance regarding the China question, both from a religious and a socio-political 
perspective. As I have shown repeatedly throughout this chapter, the abbot strongly 
criticizes “superstitious” practices that, according to him, come from Chinese 
Confucianism and Daoism. In addition to expressing his denouncement of Chinese 
religions in textual publications and recorded Dharma talks available via his temple’s 
websites and social media channels, the abbot has appeared on various national television 
programs. Some of these programs were featured on the Ho Chi Minh City Television 
(HTV) channels, the official television network owned by the People’s Committee of Ho 
Chi Minh City.46 In a televised talk-show program one month after the 2018 Vietnamese 
Tết (Lunar New Year) holiday, for example, the abbot was asked whether the popular 
 
46 The abbot is one of the few Buddhist monks who have appeared on national televisions as a special 
invited guest to speak for the full one-hour programs, instead of being simply featured in short news 
segments. From my observation, the programs in which the abbot appeared were televised on the channels 
dedicated to general news, entertainment, and social issues, and they were featured on the 5 p.m. time slot. 
While the 5 p.m. time slot appears to be more popular among the elderly and stay-at-home parents, these 
segments are also posted on the temple’s Facebook and YouTube sites. This reflects the endeavor of the 
abbot to reach a wide range of audience.  
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practice of votive-money burning is in line with Buddhist teachings. The abbot 
propagated the same message that the burning of votive money originated from the 
Chinese religious beliefs in the afterlife and not Buddhism, and that people should refrain 
from performing them because these rituals go against the Buddhist understanding of 
cause-and-effect and the Vietnamese “beautiful customs and worthy traditions” (thuần 
phong mỹ tục)47 by promoting wastefulness and greed.  
This particular program was aired after the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha had issued 
an official dispatch (công văn), Dispatch 31, in February 2018 appealing Buddhist 
institutions across Vietnam to prohibit the burning of votive money, particularly in 
Buddhist temples and monasteries. 48 The abbot readily cited and invoked this document 
in the televised program above. Dispatch 31 is the first document coming out of the 
National Sangha that calls for the elimination of the burning of votive money in Buddhist 
spaces. Prior to this document, the Vietnamese state has issued regulations that limit the 
burning of votive money to “designated spaces” (e.g., religious rituals and cultural 
festivals),49 but it has never called for a ban or prohibition of such practices. Article 
number 2 within Dispatch 31 from the National Sangha specifically reads:  
 
47 I borrow this English translation of the phrase “thuần phong mỹ tục” from Kristin Endres (2002: 315).  
48 For the full text of the document, see: Giáo hội Phật giáo Việt Nam [Vietnam Buddhist Sangha], “Công 
văn số 031/CV-HĐTS Tăng cường nét đẹp văn hóa truyền thống dân tộc tại các cơ sở thờ tự Phật giáo” 
[Dispatch No 031/CV-HĐTS regarding enhancing the beauty of traditional culture at Buddhist worship 
spaces], February 12, 2018, accessed December 28, 2019. https://phatgiao.org.vn/ghpgvn-cong-van-huong-
dan-to-chuc-le-hoi-nam-2018-d29979.html  
49 Two decrees are relevant here. See: Chính phủ Việt Nam [Government of Vietnam], “Nghị Định số 
110/2018/ND-CP Quy định về quản lý và tổ chức lễ hội” [Decree No 110/2018/ND-CP on the management 
and organization of festivals], August 29, 2018, accessed December 28, 2019, 
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/bo-may-hanh-chinh/Nghi-dinh-110-2018-ND-CP-quy-dinh-ve-quan-ly-
va-to-chuc-le-hoi-392665.aspx; and  
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[The Vietnam Buddhist Sangha] requests all the Venerable monks and nuns emphasize 
the spirit of the Bodhisattva Path and guide lay Buddhists (đồng bào Phật tử) and all 
people (bà con) to eradicate superstition, votive paper burning in Buddhist spaces 
[defined in the beginning of the document to include all forms of Buddhist temples, 
pagodas, monasteries that belong to all Buddhist schools], and other practices against our 
‘beautiful customs and worthy traditions’ (thuần phong mỹ tục), cultural traditions (văn 
hóa dân tộc), and Vietnamese Buddhist culture (văn hóa Phật giáo Việt Nam). 
 
In respectively passing and invoking this document on national media channels, 
the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha and the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom, I contend, 
endeavor to not only shape what constitutes proper Buddhist practices, but also assert the 
role of Vietnamese Buddhist institutions as the protector and upholder of “Vietnamese” 
culture and traditions. While the argument that the burning of votive paper engenders 
greed and wastefulness is in line with the Vietnamese state’s critique of popular religious 
practices, especially during the period of “developmental nationalism” in the 1970s 
(Luong 2007: 442), the Sangha and abbot’s classification of votive paper-burning as 
“non-Buddhist” and as “Chinese” delegitimizes the cultural and religious significance of 
such a practice. Considering that the Vietnamese state has promoted the revival of certain 
religious practices under the label of “traditional culture” in post-Đổi Mới Vietnam 
(Endres 2002; Malarney 2002) and never issued a ban of the burning of votive money, 
Dispatch 31 represents an active effort on the part of Buddhist institutions to reconfigure 
the contours of Vietnamese Buddhism and Vietnamese culture.50 
 
Chính phủ Việt Nam [Government of Vietnam], “Nghị Định số 58/2013/ND-CP Quy định xử phạt vi phạm 
hành chính trong lĩnh vực văn hóa, thể thao, du lịch và quảng cáo” [Decree No 58/2013/ND-CP on the 
penalties for administrative violations in the fields of culture, sports, tourism, and advertising], November 
12, 2013, accessed December 28, 2019, https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/vi-pham-hanh-chinh/nghi-dinh-
158-2013-nd-cp-xu-phat-vi-pham-hanh-chinh-van-hoa-the-thao-du-lich-quang-cao-213060.aspx 
50 Dispatch 31 was not the only official correspondence issued by the Buddhist Sangha (and promoted by 
the abbot) during my fieldwork that openly criticized a particular religious practice as “non-Buddhist.” The 
Sangha issued Dispatch 33 during the 2019 Lunar New Year celebration, after many media channels 
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In addition to the concern over the realm of religious practices, the “China 
question” manifests in the abbot’s discussion of a recent political event in 2018: the 
popular protest in many different regions of Vietnam against the government’s proposal 
to develop “special economic zones” (SEZ) (đặc khu kinh tế). In late May 2018, the 
National Assembly of Vietnam discussed the draft proposal to develop three SEZs in 
three northern, central, and southern Vietnamese provinces, with the hope to attract 
foreign direct investment and economic development. In addition to this proposal being 
discussed around the same time when the controversial cyber security law was being 
finalized, the main issue surrounding the SEZ proposal was the stipulation that the SEZ 
lands will be leased to potential foreign investors for the maximum of 99 years.51 While 
the proposal does not explicitly mention China, recent geopolitical tensions with China 
 
accused one Buddhist temple in Hanoi of having charged people a large amount of money to organize the 
offering rituals to “ameliorate the negative impact of inauspicious stars” (cúng sao giải hạn) (See Trần 
Tuấn and Đình Trường, “Bị từ chối giải hạn vì ‘thiếu lễ’ 50 nghìn đồng” [Refused reliefs of misfortune due 
to a lack of 50,000 VND for the ceremony], Lao Động Online, February 15, 2019, accessed December 28, 
2019, https://laodong.vn/xa-hoi/bi-tu-choi-giai-han-vi-thieu-le-50-nghin-dong-657147.ldo). In Dispatch 33, 
the Sangha argued that the offering ritual to the inauspicious stars is not a Buddhist ritual, but it comes 
from “Daoist philosophy that has been integrated with Buddhism via the tradition of Three Teachings (Tam 
Giáo).” While the tradition of the Three Teachings has been widely recognized by scholars of Vietnam as 
the religious foundation of Vietnamese culture, Dispatch 33 reflected a conscious attempt to delineate the 
boundaries among the religious traditions. For the full text of the document, see: Giáo hội Phật giáo Việt 
Nam [Vietnam Buddhist Sangha], “Công văn số 033/CV-HĐTS Tổ chức nghi lễ nguyện cầu bình an cho 
Phật tử và nhân dân tại các chùa nhân dịp đầu xuân năm mới” [Dispatch No 033/CV-HĐTS regarding 
organizing peace-praying rituals for lay Buddhists and the people at Buddhist temples during the new year], 
February 20, 2019, accessed December 28, 2019. https://phatgiao.org.vn/giao-hoi-phat-giao-viet-nam-
chinh-thuc-ra-thong-bao-ve-viec-dang-sao-giai-han-d33953.html  
51 See the SEZ proposal: Quốc hội Việt Nam [National Assembly of Vietnam], “Luật Đơn vị hành chính-
kinh tế đặc biệt Vân Đồn, Bắc Vân Phong, Phú Quốc (Dự thảo trình Quốc hội tại kỳ họp lần thứ 5)” [Law 
on special administrative-economic zones Van Don, Bac Van Phong, Phu Quoc (Draft submitted for the 
fifth National Assembly meeting)], accessed December 28, 2019,  https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/Bo-
may-hanh-chinh/Luat-don-vi-hanh-chinh-kinh-te-dac-biet-2017-340180.aspx  
See the Cybersecurity Law: Quốc hội Việt Nam [National Assembly of Vietnam], “Luật số 24/2018/QH14 




   
 
over Vietnamese sovereignty in the “South China Sea” led many Vietnamese to grow 
especially wary of the potentiality that Chinese businesses and corporations will outbid 
other foreign investors to take over these SEZs, thus furthering the scope and reach of 
Chinese imperialism. On June 10, 2018, people across Vietnam took to the street to 
protest the proposal. In a few locations, the protests turned violent, with clashes between 
the protesters and the police, and some protesters were jailed.52 
Soon after the proposal discussion was announced and before the protest, the 
abbot of the Temple of Wisdom posted a criticism of the SEZ plan on his and the 
temple’s Facebook pages. In this post, the abbot contended that the SEZs will not be 
sufficient in generating economic growth for Vietnam, and that there needs to be 
structural changes in terms of governance regimes, management, administration, and 
infrastructure. Most specifically, he warned that the government must not, under any 
circumstances, give the SEZs to Chinese investors. “Vietnam has suffered from 1000 
years of Chinese occupation and 60 invasions within the last 3000 years. And that’s 
enough for Vietnam,” the abbot wrote in the post. Allowing Chinese investment in 
Vietnam, he argued, will be akin to legalizing Chinese migration to Vietnam, and this 
could lead to population assimilation (đồng hóa dân số), the loss of Vietnamese cultural 
identity, and other hidden risks, including the loss of national security and sovereignty. If 
the government continued developing the three SEZs, the abbot proposed, it should give 
preference to investors from the United States, Germany, the United Kingdoms, etc. and 
 
52 For news coverage, see: David Hutt, “Vietnam Protests Bigger than ‘Anti-China’ Nationalism,” Asia 




   
 
limit the leasing terms to 50 years, with potential renewals for 20 more years. However, 
he suggested that overall Vietnam should reduce its reliance on foreign direct investment 
and rather focus on developing domestic transportation and technological infrastructure, 
improving systems of governance and management, and investing in green energy. 
The Facebook post received over one thousand shares, two thousand likes, and 
more than three hundred comments in which the majority of people supported the monk’s 
stand and praised his intellect and analysis. About one month later, the abbot addressed 
the issue of SEZs and public protests to a group of young Buddhists in a Dharma Q&A 
live-streamed and recorded on the temple’s social media channels. He encouraged the 
young people to practice their rights to public protest and to express their political 
perspectives. However, the abbot warned that they should engage with politics critically, 
use their analytical minds, stay within the frameworks of the law,53 and refrain from 
getting carried away by strong emotions and involved in violent protests. Rather than 
participating in protest, which to the abbot is not the solution, people should analyze the 
situation and communicate their critical perspectives using available means of political 
participation, including letter writing and social media. As Buddhists, the abbot argued, 
these young people should not be afraid to bring Buddhist teachings to bear on political 
debates:  
In many Dharma talks, I have encouraged lay Buddhists, particularly young people, to 
participate in three key areas, namely politics, education, and communication. There 
should be many intellectual and country-loving lay Buddhists engaging in politics, 
 
53 The monk mentioned that as the Law for Protest had not been formally passed, youth should be careful in 
their involvement in public protests. Since 2015, the Law for Protest and the Law for Associations have 
been one of the sensitive points of debates and contentions in the National Assembly. Thus far, there has 
been no resolution.  
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especially as members of the Communist Youth Organization and of the Communist 
Party. These lay Buddhists need to participate in Congress and in local governments, 
where they can raise the voice of lay Buddhists, debate social issues and policies, and 
bring the political thoughts of the Buddha to create positive improvements in Vietnamese 
politics. Those forms of participation are allowed in the Vietnamese constitution and 
legal frameworks. But unfortunately, many Buddhists don’t care about politics, and that 
is a grave mistake. In the collections, ‘Sutras for lay Buddhists’ and ‘Buddhist Sutras on 
Morality and Society,’ I selected sutras in which the Buddha taught about politics [he 
then listed the themes of these sutras]…The cultural imperialist policy of the Chinese, 
who occupied Vietnam for ten centuries from the 1st to the 10th century, had resulted in 
Vietnamese Buddhists not having the opportunity to read these important sutras for lay 
Buddhists. Many Confucian scholars, who claimed themselves to be great intellectuals, 
even made a mistake in thinking that Buddhism has no [interest in] politics, and that 
politics belongs to Confucianism. The sutras I just mentioned are not inferior to theories 
on family management, state governance, and peace building of Confucianism. They are 
even better! These sutras need to be propagated, read, chanted, and put into practice. And 
lay Buddhists need to voluntarily participate in politics both at the national and 
international level. Just like when it was in the Lý-Trần dynasties when Buddhism was 
the national religion, and when Vietnam was the most powerful, with Vietnamese 
politics, military, education, culture, and economics all independent of China.  
 
While I did not collect perspectives from Buddhist youth at the temple about the 
abbot’s stance towards the SEZ proposal and Vietnam geopolitics (partially because the 
discussion of the SEZ proposal took place in late May 2018 after I had conducted the 
majority of my interviews with Buddhist youth in late 2017), the abbot’s perspectives 
reflect the complex dialogical relationship between Buddhism and the state. Instead of 
refraining from direct engagement and confrontation with the state, the abbot publicly 
voiced his disagreement with the government’s plan to develop the three SEZs. In 
evoking the long history of Chinese imperialism and invasion, the abbot called attention 
to the state’s continued reliance on foreign investment and its failure to improve the 
current systems of governance, management, and infrastructure. What is significant is 
that his critiques did not stop at political economy alone, but they weaved in discussion of 
religious politics. The abbot’s reference to the Lý-Trần dynasties in the Dharma talk—the 
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two dynasties from the 11th to the 14th century when Vietnamese Buddhism was 
documented to have played central roles in imperial governance (Nguyễn Thế Anh 2002: 
227-234; Nguyễn Tài Thư 2008: 89-161; Thích Nhất Hạnh 1967: 7-10)—captured his 
long-time frustration: Buddhist political thoughts have not been made central to the 
structuring of contemporary Vietnamese political governance. In his construction, 
Buddhism, in its modernist and philosophical articulations, can offer Vietnam the ethical 
resources to purify Vietnam of Chinese cultural, religious, and political influences and 
strengthen Vietnam’s sovereignty.  
It is important to note as well that the abbot did not criticize the authority or the 
legitimacy of the Communist government overtly. Rather, he saw Buddhism as offering 
social and political philosophies that can “improve the current system of governance, 
management, and infrastructure.” With regard to the controversial SEZ proposal, the 
abbot was one out of two Buddhist monks in Ho Chi Minh City who publicly discussed 
the issue, and he was the only one who encouraged and advised lay Buddhist youth to 
engage in politics and to bring Buddhism to bear on political debates and policies as 
members of the local government and the Party. His emphasis on the need to adhere to 
legally allowed channels of political participation, I argue, does not reflect a simple 
endorsement of or compliance with the political structure, but rather, a vision of political 
engagement in which lay Buddhists can use state sanctioned channels of political 
participation to advance the project of reshaping public life following Buddhist social and 
political ethics.  
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The two examples of Buddhist engagement with the state that I have recounted 
thus far, one surrounding the issue of votive-paper burning and the other the contentious 
proposal to develop the three SEZs, converge on the general concern about China, both as 
forces of religio-cultural influence and of geopolitical imperialism. Although the abbot of 
the Temple of Wisdom had been very publicly vocal about his anti-China stance and 
posed critiques towards certain state policies, I did not observe any negative responses 
from the state regarding his teachings and the temple’s programs. In fact, he had been 
awarded multiple awards from the government for his service in Buddhist education, his 
contributions to several international Buddhist events hosted in Vietnam, as well as his 
endeavors in promoting Vietnamese Buddhism abroad.54 I argue that two factors might 
have contributed to his ability to engage publicly on sensitive geopolitical issues, namely 
the shifting geopolitical conditions in Vietnam and the positionality of the abbot as a 
well-educated, modernist monk who receives much support from an extensive network of 
influential patrons across the country.  
In his recent study on public political criticism in contemporary Vietnam, 
Benedict Kerkvliet observes that by late 2015, “Vietnamese citizens speaking out against 
China’s behavior towards their nation was a prominent feature in the country’s political 
landscape that party-state authorities frequently tolerated” (2019: 86). As anti-China 
sentiments grew in intensity within the last decade, thousands of citizens had organized 
many public demonstrations, written petitions and letters, and communicated their 
 
54 The head abbot held important positions in the organization of the United Nations Day of Vesak in 
Vietnam in 2008, 2014, and most recently, 2019. He has been active in building relationships with 
Buddhist Sanghas and institutions in India, Thailand, Korea, Japan, and Taiwan.  
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criticisms of Chinese aggression and Vietnam-China relations through various social 
media channels. While state authorities criticized protesters for lacking the skills, 
knowledge, and information to understand fully how the government tried to maintain the 
delicate Vietnam-China relationship, they had also resorted to harassment, interrogation, 
and detainment of bloggers and journalists who were deemed to have “disrupted national 
security” and impeded Vietnam’s diplomatic efforts (Kerkvliet 2019: 84).  
Considering this political climate, the abbot’s criticism towards China and the 
Vietnamese state is not an oddity, even though he was one of the most vocal monastics 
on the issue of Chinese cultural imperialism and political aggression. From my 
perspective, the abbot managed to avoid any political repercussion because he 
communicated his criticism within the parameter of his religious and socio-political 
authority as a monk. While his endeavor to purify Vietnamese religion of all “Chinese 
religious elements” is validated by his religious authority as a well-educated, modernist 
monk, his criticism towards the state’s SEZ proposal and Chinese aggression is 
formulated alongside his encouragement of youth to comply with state laws regarding 
political expression and to engage with politics through the formal party structure. In both 
cases, the abbot expressed his political stance and religious agendas without contesting 
state’s ruling authority.  
Additionally, the abbot’s reputation as a well-educated, modernist monk whose 
temple receives patronage from influential businesspeople, intellectuals, and even state 
authorities contributes greatly to his ability to advance his religious and political 
programs. His partnership with members of the Government Committee of Religious 
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Affairs through the temple’s educational programs discussed above, as well as other state 
authorities through the temple’s social engagement activities (as I will discuss in Chapter 
4), provide a level of governmental support and protection that might not be available to 
other monastics. It is important to note that gender might also play an important role here 
as well. As a monk, the abbot has the socio-cultural authority to publicly engage in the 
political arena much easier than women, or in this case, Buddhist nuns. In making this 
assessment, I am not arguing that the version of Buddhism propagated by the monk is 
“masculine” and therefore more compatible with political debates and involvements; in 
fact, there are quite a few Buddhist nuns in Ho Chi Minh City who also promote a 
modernist approach to Buddhism as well. My observation is that sociologically speaking, 
compared to monks, there are fewer nuns who actively engage with social media in the 
role of Dharma teachers, and there is hardly any nun who will express their political 
opinions publicly. This is partially due to the continued perception that politics is still 
male-dominated, and that in general, Buddhist nuns do not occupy positions as prominent 
within the administrative structure of the Buddhist institution as monks, thus limiting the 
forms of socio-political engagements available to them.  
Having a close relationship with the state, however, might not always be 
beneficial. While the abbot is generally well-respected, many lay Buddhists and non-
Buddhists alike have criticized the monk for being a sư quốc doanh, or “nationally-
certified monk.” Despite his stern criticisms of some state policies, the abbot is given the 
mocking title by those who do not support him to imply that he works for the state. While 
some perceive his educational and social engagement programs to advance the state’s 
 136 
 
   
 
social and political agendas, others disapprove of the abbot’s strong critiques of other 
schools of Buddhism and religious/spiritual traditions. While I will unpack this tension a 
bit further in Chapter 4, I would like to suggest that the case of the abbot, with his 
complex working and relationship with both the state and local Buddhist communities, 
calls for a re-examination of the Buddhism-state mutual relationships in Vietnam. As I 
have shown, not all Buddhist actors simply benefit from avoiding engaging with the state 
and passively staying within the aura of state authority. Rather, Buddhist actors, like the 
abbot, actively participate in the configuration of public ethics and state authority through 




In this chapter, I have examined the Temple of Wisdom’s educational programs 
for youth as part of its campaign to “erase Buddhist illiteracy.” Central to these 
educational programs is the educational ideology of creating a new generation of self-
reflexive, intellectual young Buddhists, who not only readily identify as being Phật tử, 
but also participate actively in the educational and administrative functioning of Buddhist 
temples. Through my ethnographic accounts of the educational programs, I have shown 
that young lay Buddhists have been playing an active role in designing and implementing 
many of the educational programs, particularly through their knowledge of new 
technology, social media, and innovation pedagogies.  
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Undergirding all of the educational programs at the Temple of Wisdom is the 
endeavor, led by the abbot, to purify Vietnamese Buddhism of Chinese religious practices 
and beliefs, and to promote “original” Buddhist teachings as captured in the canonical 
Theravada and Mahayana tripitaka. In promoting a modernist vision of Vietnamese 
Buddhism, the Temple of Wisdom continues many of the theological and political 
imperatives of the Vietnam Buddhist Revival since the 1920s. At the same time, the 
educational programs at the temple respond not only to the socio-economic demands of 
the market economy, but also to the recent rise of anti-China sentiments and the 
reconfiguration of geopolitics between Vietnam and China. The Temple of Wisdom then 
posits a new articulation of Buddhist identity and subjectivity, one in which being a lay 
Buddhist not only requires efforts and commitment to the scholastic learning of Buddhist 
thoughts, but also actively engages in the field of socio-cultural politics.  
Although the temple has successfully attracted and sustained a large youth 
following, its vision of modernist Vietnamese Buddhism does have its limitations. As I 
have shown, besides finding the temple’s classed distinctions off-putting, many young 
people find the programs at the temple too intellectual, and the focus on Buddhist 
scholasticism not “emotionally appealing.” While the number of young people 
participating in the temple’s educational programs remains relatively stable, changes in 
youth’s circumstances and logistical difficulties in coordinating and connecting a large 
number of youths lead to the failure of the temple thus far to establish a youth leadership 
infrastructure. As I will show in the next few chapters, lay Buddhist youth’s religiosity, 
that is, their orientations to the different components of Buddhism, shifts and changes as 
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young people navigate new life challenges and demands. An initial attraction to Buddhist 
scholasticism, in other words, can give way to a much more heightened interest in 


























“SEEKING REFUGE IN THE PRESENT:”  
URBAN THERAPEUTIC BUDDHISM AND THE POLITICS OF HAPPINESS 
 
On a misty morning in January, a few days after the new year, I drove my bike 
through the traffic of Ho Chi Minh City to attend a talk at a local university. It was a 
lecture by Bhikkhu T, the popular meditation teacher whom I was fortunate enough to 
meet at a Buddhist retreat for youth at the Temple of Wisdom a few weeks earlier. The 
event that day belonged to a series of Dharma talks that the Bhikkhu and his students 
offered on the topic of Buddhism and psychotherapy. What struck me as peculiar about 
that lecture was that it took place in a university. Dharma talks typically take place in 
Buddhist temples, and up until that point, I had never seen monastics invited to speak at 
any school or university. Having parked my bike, I went up to the lecture hall where the 
event was starting. Bhikkhu T, adorned in the orange robe associated with Theravada 
Buddhism, carefully made his way up to the lone chair on the stage to the front of the 
room. Looming large above him was a red laminated banner with a Communist chant in 
loud yellow letters, “Đảng Cộng Sản Việt Nam Quang Vinh Muôn Năm” (Long Live the 
Vietnamese Communist Party). Directly facing the stage, I recognized, were senior 
professors and administrative staff of the university. Roughly 120 people, mostly young 
people in their 20s and 30s and some middle-aged women, participated. The event was 
videotaped by Bhikkhu T’s students for his YouTube channel.  
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Before the lecture began, Bhikkhu T requested people to close their eyes, focus on 
their breaths, and bring their attention to the present moment. He gently struck a small 
standing bell three times, allowing the sound to vibrate fully across the auditorium 
between each hit. As the sound from the last strike dissipated, the monk instructed people 
to open their eyes, and the talk began. Telling the plot of the movie “Into the Wild” about 
a young American who abandoned his career to search for happiness on an excursion to 
rural Alaska, only to realize at the verge of his death from eating poisonous plants that 
true happiness can only be found when shared with others, Bhikkhu T emphasized the 
importance of being able to connect to the conditions of happiness in the present moment. 
Citing research by the psychologist Rick Hanson on happiness and well-being, he 
encouraged people to practice meditation to develop mindfulness, to fully enjoy the 
present moment and the company of friends and family, and to prevent your tâm (heart-
mind) from getting carried away by worries, anxieties, and future plans. He concluded 
the talk with a plead to the university staff to develop a program for the nurturing of the 
soul (hàm dưỡng tâm hồn) that provides students with the knowledge and skills to cope 
with negative emotions, to cultivate the right view about oneself and others through 
mindfulness (chánh niệm), and to develop resilience and internal happiness in the face of 
life uncertainties.  
Bhikkhu T is one among many Buddhist monastics and lay Buddhists who are 
promoting an emerging form of “therapeutic Buddhism.” I approach therapeutic 
Buddhism here as a developing repertoire of knowledge and practices rooted in different 
traditions of Buddhism and psychology, both Western and local variants, that guide, but 
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also limit, how lay Buddhists in Ho Chi Minh City make sense of their psychological and 
emotional troubles, and cultivate peace/equanimity (an lạc) and happiness (hạnh phúc). 
The talk given by Bhikkhu T at the university auditorium that January demonstrated 
certain key characteristics of the emerging therapeutic Buddhism. Vietnamese Buddhists 
have long consulted Buddhist monastics on different life issues, including bad marriages, 
familial conflicts, and professional hardship. While it is common for many Buddhist 
monastics to resort to Chinese astrology, abstract discussion of Buddhist cause-and-effect 
philosophy, or rituals to provide emotional comfort, Bhikkhu T’s emphasis on meditation 
(thiền) and mindfulness (chánh niệm) and references to Western popular psychology 
signify a new departure for how Buddhism can provide healing for emotional concerns in 
contemporary Ho Chi Minh City.  
In fact, as my fieldwork continued, I came to learn that the notion of mindfulness 
and the practice of meditation have grown considerably popular among the circle of 
Buddhist monastics and lay Buddhist youth with whom I was working. Since the 
beginning of 2017, for example, the Temple of Wisdom has begun to offer regular one-
day meditation retreat once a month, and these retreats have attracted between 200-400 
participants each time. Moreover, as Bhikkhu T’s talk at the university auditorium shows, 
therapeutic Buddhism has also extended beyond the confine of Buddhist temples and 
monasteries. In addition to monastics invited to speak at public institutions and private 
companies, many lay Buddhist intellectuals have organized meditation groups and 
seminars themselves to provide a forum for university students, parents, educators, and 
entrepreneurs to learn about and practice mindfulness.  
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What almost all of these programs and groups have in common is the fact that 
they promote vipassanā meditation and mindfulness practices created by the famous 
Vietnamese Zen Master Thích Nhất Hạnh and his Plum Village order. Why are vipassanā 
meditation and the Plum Village’s approach to mindfulness growing in popularity and 
influence among certain groups of urban Buddhist monastics and lay Buddhists, in a 
country where devotional Mahayana Buddhism is still the dominant norm? What 
implications does the growth of vipassanā meditation and Plum Village’s mindfulness 
have for the urban Buddhist religious field in Ho Chi Minh City, particularly as it pertains 
to Buddhist piety, religious authority, and knowledge? And finally, what impact do 
meditation and mindfulness practices have on the politics of life and well-being in a late-
socialist country that emphasizes an ideological commitment to Communism and 
obsesses over market economic imperatives?  
In this chapter, I explore the cultural and religious politics surrounding the 
emerging urban therapeutic Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh City. While the programs 
organized by the Temple of Wisdom, Bhikkhu T, and other lay Buddhist intellectuals 
share their foundation in vipassanā meditation and Plum Village’s mindfulness practices, 
there are distinct differences among them that highlight different relationships to 
religious authority, knowledge, and social networks. In what follows, I will provide a 
sketch of the various articulations of therapeutic Buddhism and their visions of Buddhist 
subjects and communities. I then tell the story of Thu, a migrant graduate student in 
Psychology in her late twenties, who has practiced mindfulness and incorporated it in her 
endeavors to alleviate both her own emotional problems and those of people whom she 
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counsels. Thu’s story reveals the struggles and difficulties of mindfulness practices, 
particularly as they are connected to therapeutic healing and the vicissitudes of life under 
late socialism. Her multiple identities as a Buddhist, a counselor, and a migrant youth 
living with emotional distresses and economic uncertainties in Ho Chi Minh City allow 
one to see the tensions and frictions as she negotiates the universalizing model of 
Buddhist psychology with Vietnamese gender expectations and late-socialist economic 
inequality. I then proceed to reflect on the implications of the popularization of 
mindfulness practices for the configuration of well-being, happiness, and the politics of 
life in late-socialist Vietnam.  
 
The Rise of Meditation and Mindfulness in Ho Chi Minh City 
In the West, meditation and mindfulness55 have gained wide popularity and 
influence among both Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike. Buddhists in the United States 
and Europe are no stranger to vipassanā meditation and Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum Village 
order; many of them have participated in meditation retreats offered at many vipassanā 
centers or one of the five Plum Village monasteries in the U.S. and Europe. For non-
Buddhists, a quick trip to a local bookstore can leave one dazed at the numerous 
publications on meditation and mindfulness written by Western popular psychologists, 
such as Jon Kabat-Zinn, the founder of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
 
55 Many scholars of Buddhism have documented historically how meditation and mindfulness grew to 
become the hallmarks of Western Buddhism. Central to this history is the development of Buddhist 
modernism, which attempted to strip Buddhism of its religious/cultural particularities and to construct a 
“Protestant” Buddhism that emphasizes doctrinal teachings and meditation. See Gombrich and 
Obeyesekere 1988; McMahan 2008; Prebish 1999.  
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programs, and Rick Hanson, the Harvard psychologist who have written books on 
resilience, happiness, and well-being. The works of these authors have contributed to an 
increasing adoption of mindfulness techniques in the governmental, educational, 
commercial, and even entertainment sectors in Britain and North America (think Oprah) 
(Cook 2016; Wilson 2014). Meditation and mindfulness in Western countries, as such, 
have moved beyond the mold of the Buddhist tradition and gained an independent life as 
a form of therapeutic techniques of the self, promising to help people to develop 
happiness and contentment and to realize one’s potentials (Cassaniti 2018: 17).  
In Vietnam, meditation and mindfulness practices in the tradition of vipassanā and 
the Plum Village Order have only risen in popularity in the last decade, and arguably, 
most strongly in Ho Chi Minh City in southern Vietnam. A few factors might have 
contributed to the rise of these forms of Buddhist practices in the South. As discussed in 
Chapter 2, in Vietnam, most regular Buddhists practice a form of devotional Buddhism, 
where people go to temples and eat vegetarian meals twice a month, pray to the Amida 
Buddha of the Western Pure Land, and engage in charity activities, such as animal 
releasing, to cultivate good merits. At the same time, many urban monastics, like the 
abbot of the Temple of Wisdom, have attempted to reform Buddhism and encourage 
people to learn formal Buddhist teachings, refrain from performing costly devotional 
rituals, and practice meditation. Alexander Soucy, in his study of Buddhism in Hanoi, 
documents how many elderly women are increasingly participating in Trúc Lâm 
(Bamboo Grove) Zen meditation, in addition to their other devotional practices (2007: 
354). The creation of Trúc Lâm Zen was attributed to the former Vietnamese king, Trần 
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Nhân Tông (1258-1308), who defeated the Mongol invaders, abdicated his throne to 
retire to Yên Tử Mountain in Northern Vietnam, and founded Trúc Lâm56. Trần Nhân 
Tông and his Buddhist sect hold an important symbolic role in nationalist narrative 
because Trúc Lâm Zen was the only school of Zen that was founded in Vietnam and not 
China (Soucy 2007: 351)57. The contemporary elevation of Trúc Lâm Zen in the North, to 
a large extent, serves the political aim of asserting a Vietnamese identity in the Asian 
Buddhist world.  
While Trúc Lâm Zen meditation appears to be growing in popularity in Hanoi and 
among elderly Buddhist practitioners, it has not gained as much traction in Ho Chi Minh 
City, particularly among youth. During the course of my fieldwork, whenever asked 
about meditation, Buddhist youth in Ho Chi Minh City typically mentioned vipassanā or 
Thích Nhất Hạnh’s meditation practices. Southern Vietnam, due to its proximity to 
Cambodia, has become the base for Theravada Buddhism in Vietnam (Bourdeaux 2007; 
Trần Hồng Liên 1995). While the majority of Theravada Buddhist institutions in southern 
Vietnam are tied to the Khmer ethnic community, there are temples that propagate 
Theravada Buddhism for ethnic Vietnamese (Taylor 2014: 239-241). During my 
fieldwork, I came to learn of several Theravada temples in Ho Chi Minh City and the 
 
56 Interestingly, as Soucy shows, the contemporary school of Trúc Lâm Zen is not exactly the same Trúc 
Lâm that was created by Trần Nhân Tông. The original school came to an end with the death of the third 
patriarch, Huyền Trang (1258-1308) (Cuong Tu Nguyen 1997: 342). Rather, contemporary Trúc Lâm was 
revived and promoted by a southern monk, Thích Thanh Từ, in 1968. Thích Thanh Từ established two Trúc 
Lâm monasteries, one in Vũng Tàu in southern Vietnam, and the other in Đà Lạt in the Central Highlands 
(Soucy 2007: 351-352).  
57 The political-symbolic importance of Trần Nhân Tông was highlighted when in 2016, the Vietnamese 
government passed a decision to establish a Trần Nhân Tông Insitute as part of the National University in 
Hanoi to facilitate research and Ph.D. training in Buddhist studies.  
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adjacent province of Đồng Nai that offer free vipassanā meditation courses and/or 10-day 
retreats for interested lay practitioners. These courses and retreats attract many people, 
particularly young university students in their 20s and professional in their 30s and 40s, 
and at some temples, online registration typically has to be made weeks in advance. I also 
found out that since 2008, the UNESCO Center for Life Skills Training had established a 
vipassanā center in Ho Chi Minh City, teaching vipassanā meditation following the style 
of the Burmese meditation teacher, S.N.Goenka58.  
It is important to note that many Mahayana monastics, who have pursued higher 
education at universities in Thailand and India, have also contributed to the rise of 
vipassanā meditation by propagating it as one of the original meditation techniques of the 
Buddha. At the Temple of Wisdom, the abbot has encouraged lay Buddhists to study and 
practice vipassanā meditation in many of his Dharma talks and publications. Participants 
at the weekend meditation retreat at the Temple of Wisdom receive instructions from 
prominent Vietnamese monastics, from both Mahayana and Theravada schools, on the 
vipassanā meditation techniques of observing the transient nature of one’s breaths, bodily 
sensations, thoughts, and emotions. Many Buddhists in Ho Chi Minh City, particularly 
young Buddhists, have even taken trips to Thailand and Burma to attend meditation 
retreats and learn about vipassanā meditation. For many practitioners that I have talked 
 
58 As a lay Buddhist, S. N. Goenka had popularized vipassanā meditation and explicitly constructed it as the 
“fundamental teaching of the Buddha” (Braun 2013: 159).  The Goenka tradition, as shown by Erik Braun, 
draws from the Buddhist monk Ledi Sayadaw’s lineage of meditation practice. Ledi Sayadaw, in the early 
twentieth century, promoted the study of the Buddhist Abhidhamma, the philosophical treaties of the 
Buddha’s discourses that contain monks’ commentaries and analysis of the Buddhist framework to 
understand human psychology (Braun 2013: 4-6).  
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to, the appeal of vipassanā meditation stems not only from its transnational connections, 
but also from its association with an “original Buddhism.”  
The popularity of Thích Nhất Hạnh’s mindfulness practices in southern Vietnam 
is another story of transnational Buddhism. Thích Nhất Hạnh till this day remains a 
controversial figure in Vietnamese Buddhism and politics. Prior to being well-known 
worldwide for his mindfulness movement and the Plum Village order, Thích Nhất Hạnh 
was a Buddhist reformer and a proponent of peace during the Vietnam War. He helped 
establish the Vạn Hạnh Buddhist University in Saigon in 1964, which housed the School 
of Youth for Social Services that trained Buddhist youth to practice “Engaged Buddhism” 
and provide social assistance in a war-torn country (more discussion in Chapter 4). Thích 
Nhất Hạnh left Vietnam in 1966 to represent Vietnamese interest in the US and to 
advocate for peace and national unity. Unfortunately, the political environment towards 
the end of the war and the establishment of the Communist government post-1975 
prevented him from returning to Vietnam. He remained in exile and started a Buddhist 
meditation center and congregation in France, which eventually became the first Plum 
Village. Thích Nhất Hạnh reinvented his war-time version of engaged Buddhism and 
turned it into the global mindfulness movement. To a large extent, the meditative 
practices at the Plum Village Order combines Theravada meditation with Vietnamese 
Zen Buddhist and cultural practices.59 In addition to the techniques of observing the 
 
59 Thích Nhất Hạnh, in his teachings and publications, acknowledged that his Plum Village is a 
continuation of the Vietnamese Zen lineage, particularly the one founded by Master Tăng Hội, a patriarch 
of the Meditation school in Vietnam (Thích Nhất Hạnh 2001: 18-19). In a lecture entitled “Thiền Phái 
Khương Tăng Hội” (The Meditation School of Khương Tăng Hội), as part of a collection entitled Truyền 
Thống Sinh Động Thiền Tập (The Living Meditation Tradition) on the Plum Village website, Thích Nhất  
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breaths, bodily sensations, and emotions in sitting and walking meditation found in 
vipassanā meditation, the Plum Village order create other forms of meditation practices 
for lay Buddhists, including thiền trà (meditative tea-drinking), ăn trong chánh niệm 
(mindful eating), thiền buông thư (meditative resting), and thiền ca (meditative singing). 
All of these practices, during my fieldwork, have been used by different Buddhist groups, 
both in the Temple of Wisdom and in other lay Buddhist groups, to cultivate a sense of 
mindful being for one another (có mặt cho nhau) and to build a loving community of 
Buddhist practitioners (tăng thân). These practices are explicitly linked to the Mahayana 
teaching of interconnectedness, where participants are asked to reflect on and be grateful 
for all of the conditions that allow them to exist in the present moment.  
Though highly revered by local lay Buddhists and many Buddhist monastics, 
Thích Nhất Hạnh is a vocal critique of the Communist government and certain sections of 
the National Vietnamese Buddhist Sangha. At the time of my writing, he had traveled 
back to Vietnam quite a few times. During his earlier trips in 2005 and 2007, with the 
sponsorship from a local temple, he was able to establish a Plum Village meditation 
 
Hạnh saw himself as a continuation of the path of Master Tăng Hội. He said: “After many years teaching 
meditation in more than 25 countries around the world, I had used Theravada sutras on meditation more 
than Mahayana ones. I had used the Anapanasati Sutta, Satipatthana Sutta, the Discourse on Knowing the 
Better Way to Live Alone, the Discourse on the Teachings to Be Given to the Sick, etc. When I realized 
that, I saw myself as a continuation of the path of Master Tăng Hội. In the third century, Master Khương 
Tăng Hội had done the same, meaning that he had taught meditation with sutras from the Hinayana, or 
Theravada tradition, and he had done so in the open and generous spirit of Mahayana Buddhism” (Thích 
Nhất Hạnh, “Thiền Phái Khương Tăng Hội” [The Meditation School of Khương Tăng Hội], Lang Mai 
website, accessed May 20, 2020, https://langmai.org/tang-kinh-cac/vien-sach/giang-kinh/truyen-thong-
sinh-dong-cua-thien-tap/dai-thu-trong-vuon-thien-viet-nam/thien-phai-khuong-tang-hoi/). Cuong Tu 
Nguyen and A. W. Barber, however, assessed that Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum Village engages in “the 
practice of a ‘New Age’-style Zen and rituals created by him that do not have any affinity with or any 




   
 
center in Central Vietnam, but the center was shut down in late 2009 (see Chapman 2007 
for an in-depth discussion of Thích Nhất Hạnh’s 2005 visit).60 In late 2018, Thích Nhất 
Hạnh returned to Vietnam with the desire of remaining in the country until his passing 
away. However, he continued to travel back to Thailand briefly for routine medical 
check-ups.  
The lack of a physical Plum Village center in Vietnam has not prevented lay 
Buddhists from continuing to read about and practice Thích Nhất Hạnh’s meditative 
methods. While a large number of lay Buddhists travel to Thailand every year to 
participate in one of the Plum Village retreats, Thích Nhất Hạnh’s teachings are widely 
disseminated through books and media publications. In Vietnam, two major book 
publishers are in charge of printing and distributing Thích Nhất Hạnh’s writings. The 
CEO of one of these publishers is a dedicated meditation practitioner, and he has 
participated in multiple retreats at the center in Thailand. As a successful businessman 
who has experienced the wonder of meditation, he organized a club in the early 2000s to 
 
60 In 2005, Thích Nhất Hạnh established a Plum Village meditation center on the ground of Bát Nhã 
monastery in the province of Lâm Đồng in the Central Highland of Vietnam. The meditation center was 
supported and sponsored by Thích Đức Nghi, the head abbot of Bát Nhã monastery at the time. The 
monastery attracted a large number of local and international meditators and Buddhist monastics. In 2008, 
however, it was reported that Thích Đức Nghi withdrew his support and sponsorship for the Plum Village 
meditation center. Without the support and sponsorship of the Venerable, many monastics of the Plum 
Village order could not renew their visas and were requested by the local police to leave the country. The 
Plum Village monastics sent various appeals to the local chapter of the national Vietnamese Buddhist 
Sangha, but there were no positive responses. In early 2009, it was reported that water and electricity 
supplies to Bát Nhã were cut off to pressure the remaining Plum Village monastics to leave the monastery. 
As tension intensified and pressures from the local chapter of the Vietnamese Buddhist Sangha and the 
local government increased, the Plum Village center at Bát Nhã was shut down. This, of course, does not 
signify the end of Plum Village practices, as monastics continue to get ordination from the Plum Village 
Center in Thailand and elsewhere. The Thai Plum Village was established in 2013 after the Bát Nhã center 
was shut down. For documents related to the issue with Bát Nhã, see: “Hồ Sơ Tu Viện Bát Nhã Làng Mai – 
02. Diễn Biến Sự Kiện,” [Documents related to Lang Mai Bat Nha Monastery – 02. Sequence of Events], 
September 22, 2011, accessed May 1, 2018, https://thuvienhoasen.org/p65a13101/02-dien-bien-su-kien 
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introduce young people in their 20s to meditation and instruct them how to combine 
meditation with doing business. Through him and his company, many young people have 
learned about the Plum Village and Thích Nhất Hạnh’s methods of mindfulness 
meditation.  
In addition to the efforts of lay Buddhist intellectuals to promote the Plum 
Village’s mindfulness practices, many local monastics incorporate these practices in their 
programs for urban youth. As a supporter of Thích Nhất Hạnh, the abbot of the Temple of 
Wisdom was in fact one of the key players in the effort to bring the exiled Zen monk 
back to Vietnam in the mid-2000s. In one of the weekend retreats, the Temple of Wisdom 
invited a group of Plum Village monastics from the Plum Village Center in California to 
instruct many retreat participants about mindfulness practices. The event was recorded on 
the temple’s Facebook and YouTube pages, a rare treat for the local Vietnamese Buddhist 
communities. During the different retreats and programs for youth at the temple, 
monastics often draw on the Plum Village’s mindfulness practices to introduce youth to 
meditation and to create a Buddhist community. Many young people find the practices 
enjoyable because they provide a gentle introduction to Buddhist meditation and 
teachings, without the intensity of a 10-day silent vipassanā meditation retreat. Plus, one 
can practice while performing daily tasks, like eating, cooking, resting, and talking. One 
lay Buddhist, who has followed the Plum Village’s practices for a long time, told me how 
proud she was to be connected to an international community of meditators created by a 




   
 
“Happiness is Here and Now:” 61  
The Multiple Constructions of Therapeutic Buddhism 
But how have vipassanā meditation and Thích Nhất Hạnh’s mindfulness practices 
become therapeutic in contemporary Vietnam? What are the social conditions and 
religious/scientific discourses that have informed the linkage between these forms of 
Buddhist practices and therapy? At the most basic level, this linkage seems intuitive 
enough. As the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom continually reiterates in his Dharma 
lectures and publications, Buddhism offers a way to “transform and escape pain and 
suffering” (chuyển hóa và thoát khỏi nỗi khổ niềm đau). Buddhist monastics often cite 
core teachings of the Buddha, including the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path, 
impermanence, and dependent origination, as the foundation for the Buddhist approach to 
bring relief to social and emotional issues. Proponents of the emerging therapeutic 
Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh City, while building on these philosophical ideas, have to 
articulate the Buddha’s teachings in particular ways to respond to new forms of 
knowledge and vocabularies that urban residents have used to understand and express 
their socio-emotional life.  
Allen Tran, in his study of emotional life in post-economic reform Ho Chi Minh 
City, argues that since the 1990s, the new vocabulary of “emotion” (cảm xúc) gained 
much popularity. The term cảm xúc was attached to different forms of media productions 
and commodities marketed to induce specific feelings, and people started to identify 
 
61 This is the title of a meditative song written by the Plum Village Order. Lay Buddhist youth during my 
fieldwork often sing this song when they gather at Temple of Wisdom to meditate or to participate in 
meditative tea drinking.  
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certain feelings as “emotional.” Prior to this trend, cảm xúc was used more in formal 
academic contexts, and people typically used the word tình cảm, or sentiment. In 
anthropological research on Vietnam, tình cảm refers not to individuals’ states of feeling, 
but rather to the emotional connections between people; it is thus a sentiment that carries 
much moral weight in social relations in Vietnam and a key ingredient to the performance 
of respect, sacrifice, hierarchy, and filial piety (Gammeltoft 2014; Leshkowich 2014; 
Shohet 2013). As such, in articulating certain feelings as explicitly “emotional,” Tran 
argues, residents of post-reform Ho Chi Minh City participate in a self-fashioning project 
that cultivates an “emotive self” that is informed by neoliberal sensibilities (2015: 481; 
485). Yet, as Tran carefully points out, this new subjectivity does not supplant tình cảm 
and the socialist or Confucian models of selfhood it animates.  
The rise of the “emotive self” seems to correspond to a heightened interest in 
psychology among urban residents of Ho Chi Minh City. During the course of my 
fieldwork, Thu, one of my key interlocutors whose life story will be discussed at length 
in the next section, remarked on an increase in the number of new students in her 
department at the local university where she was pursuing a graduate degree in 
Psychology. Outside of the formal university settings, according to Thu, since 2008, there 
had been a proliferation of life-skill classes, self-development seminars, and counseling 
services available to young people. From my conversations with young people interested 
in psychology and my limited experience attending some of these self-development 
seminars, Vietnamese psychologists and educators use a variety of theories and 
approaches, ranging from Western frameworks like Freudian psychoanalysis, neuro-
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linguistic programming (NLP), and social and emotional learning (SEL) to knowledge 
and techniques rooted in Asian traditions, including Daoist physiognomy and Buddhist 
mindfulness, a topic we will return to shortly. While diverse in approach, these courses 
are founded on the premise that they can help youth develop themselves, reduce stress 
and anxiety, maintain harmony in their social relations, seek happiness, unlock their 
potentials, and find their goals in life. The recent growth of self-development courses and 
counseling services in Ho Chi Minh City resonates with what Huang Hsuan-Ying refers 
to as the “psycho-boom” in contemporary China where acute attention to “the 
psychological” is a salient feature of urban life among both “psychological” experts and 
laypeople (2014).  
Along with the heightened interest in psychology, the Vietnamese state has given 
more attention to the studying and documenting of mental illnesses. On World Health 
Day, April 7th, 2017, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared its main theme to 
be “Depression: Let’s Talk.” Vietnamese media went into a frenzy as the Ministry of 
Health (MOH) in Hanoi revealed that according to WHO estimation, in 2015, about 3.6 
million people in Vietnam suffered from depression (4% of the total national population), 
and that every year, there is an average of 40 thousand people who commit suicide as the 
result of depression (Dương Liễu 2017; Liên Châu 2017). In its press release, the General 
Department of Preventive Medicine (GDPM) of the MOH reported that youth between 
the age of 15 and 29 belong to one of the populations more susceptible to depression and 
suicide (GDPM 2017). While depression is the main focus of media attention that year, 
other mental health problems have been documented to be prevalent among the 
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population as well, including alcohol abuse, stress, and anxiety disorder (NPHNo1 2002 
cited in Vuong et al. 2011). In a nationally representative epidemiological study 
published in 2014, Weiss et al. reported that the overall level of mental issues among 
children and adolescents in Vietnam is 12%, which translates to more than three millions 
young people aged 6-16 in need of mental health services (2014).  
According to the National Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth (SAVY) I 
and II—nationally representative surveys conducted in 2003 and 2009 respectively—the 
percentages of youth reporting “having experienced sadness” and “having felt so sad and 
useless that they can’t do their normal work” increase noticeably over the course of six 
years:  
Survey Sad feelings in 
general 
Feeling so sad 







about the future  
Thought about 
suicide  




32.4 % 25.3% 21% 3.4% 




73.1 % 27.6% 21.3% 4.1% 
Sources: Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth I (MOH and GSO 2005). Survey Assessment of 
Vietnamese Youth II—Thematic Report: Mental Health of Adolescents and Youth in Vietnam 
(Nguyen 2010)  
 
While these statistics do not fully capture the characteristics and diverse 
experiences of mental illness among youth in Vietnam, both national surveys and 
epidemiological studies assess that mental health is increasingly a cause for concern 
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among the young population in Vietnam (Nguyen et al. 2013; Weiss et al. 2014). In Ho 
Chi Minh City particularly, the Ho Chi Minh City Psychiatric Hospital reported that the 
city has the highest percentage of people suffering from depressive episodes and anxiety 
disorders nationwide (based on a study conducted in 2001, but the trend seems to be 
persistent) (2017). As Allen Tran has noticed in another piece on the medicalization of 
worry in Ho Chi Minh City psychiatric hospital, mental health issues are commonly seen, 
by the Vietnamese state and psychology experts, as the byproducts of modernization, as 
people experience tremendous pressures from the market economy, from educational 
reforms, from changes in model of family care and organization, as well as from 
advances in communicative technologies (2017: 200; see also Lee et al. 2015; Samuels et 
al. 2018; Vuong et al. 2011).  
In addition to stress and depression, Vietnamese youth are portrayed by national 
media as suffering from bệnh vô cảm, literally the “illness of indifference.” Bệnh vô cảm 
denotes a “social illness” in which young people are increasingly indifferent to social 
issues and suffering, while at the same time being driven by selfish material pursuits and 
self-aggrandizing through online social networks (Hồ Quang Lợi 2014). Such an illness 
emerges from and is heightened by what a large number of educators, parents, and social 
workers perceive as a failure of the educational system to equip youth with a moral 
compass and life skills that can help them manage the pressures and challenges of the 
market economy. Many youths in Ho Chi Minh City, both migrants and local Saigonese, 
with whom I talked agree that it is becoming increasingly difficult to establish themselves 
socially through stable employment, meaningful social relationships, and marriage. 
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Within this context where psychological issues among youth are becoming more 
prominent in national attention, Vietnamese Buddhist monastics and lay Buddhists find a 
way to enter the public conversation about ethics, mental health, and market socialism 
through therapeutic Buddhism. As I will show, monastic and lay proponents of 
therapeutic Buddhism utilize not only the international reputation and genealogy of 
vipassanā meditation and Thích Nhất Hạnh’s mindfulness practices, but also the Buddhist 
model of universal human psychology to socially and politically assert a vision of public 
ethics, one that treats the socio-emotional well-being of young people as a societal moral 
project. In the process of constructing therapeutic Buddhism, both Buddhist monastics 
and lay intellectual Buddhists draw on frameworks of Western popular psychology, but 
they are also careful in differentiating Buddhist meditation and mindfulness from these 
discourses.  
In the rest of this section, I will provide a sketch of two different articulations of 
therapeutic Buddhism, as espoused by the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom and by two 
meditation teachers affiliated with the temple. Central to all three approaches is the 
postulation that emotional and psychological problems stem from an unstable tâm (heart-
mind; Sanskrit: citta). In Vietnamese understanding of personhood, tâm is the heart-mind, 
“the bearer of inner awareness, sentiment, knowledge and moral judgment” (Marr 2000: 
770), that determines how one experiences and feels about the world. The goal of 
therapeutic Buddhism is for people to cultivate a balanced and calm tâm through an in-
depth understanding of the functioning of the heart-mind and the subsequent anchoring of 
tâm in the present moment. From this perspective, “happiness” is derived from the sense 
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of calmness, equanimity, and resilience of the heart-mind. While the two approaches to 
therapeutic Buddhism converge on this point, they differ in their emphasis regarding how 
one can best cultivate the tâm and how the tâm is connected to the daily lives of 
practitioners. These two articulations are designed for different groups of audiences, with 
varying visions of religious subjectivities and communities.  
 
1. The Abbot: Fostering Real Communication by Dwelling in the Present 
When the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom first heard the formal statistics on the 
number of people who suffered from depression and who have committed suicide on the 
World Health Day in 2017, he expressed how “shocked” he was at the gravity of 
depression in Vietnam and at the large number of suicide cases in recent years. “In Japan, 
rapid economic developments have led to the issue of suicide among the elderly, 
considered to be the highest in the world. But the statistics from WHO only report 30 
thousand cases of suicide from depression in Japan out of 125 million people. Vietnam, 
with only 92 million people, has around 40 thousand cases...That is a very awful (rất tệ 
hại) statistics,” the Venerable expressed in a public Dharma lecture.  
 The abbot is no stranger to the field of therapeutic Buddhist counseling. In the 
livestreamed program above, the Venerable revealed that since 2002, upon returning to 
Vietnam after seven years of pursuing a Ph.D. in Philosophy in India, he has offered 
psycho-counseling at his temple every day from 5:30 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. His “patients” 
experience a wide range of psychological issues, including depression, multiple 
personality disorder (commonly misconceived as ghost possession, according to the 
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abbot), anxiety disorder, having suicidal thoughts, and lacking beliefs in oneself and 
one’s life. His method of counseling relies on the framework of the Buddhist Four Noble 
Truths. The method starts with having patients recognizing that they are suffering and 
having issues. The abbot will then pose questions to figure out the reasons for their issues 
and their continuation. Then patients are encouraged to believe that they have the ability 
to lead a happy life, to recover fully, and to refrain from overdramatizing, ignoring, or 
running away from their pain and suffering. Lastly, patients are encouraged to follow 
practices that can lead to the gradual healing of their conditions. These four steps in the 
abbot’ approach to counseling correspond with the articulation of the Buddhist Four 
Noble Truths, starting with the recognition of suffering and its cause and ending with the 
affirmation of people’s ability to overcome suffering by following the Buddhist Eightfold 
Path.  
 Upon being asked what the causes of depression and other emotional issues are, 
the abbot listed several reasons, including substance abuse, past psychological traumas, 
addiction, and false expectations of oneself and one’s ability leading to the loss of 
confidence. However, for the abbot, the most common cause is the pervasive sense of 
loneliness and isolation felt by both adults and young people in the contemporary period. 
He contended that these days, when everybody has a smartphone or an iPad, people 
indulge themselves in the virtual world and virtual communication (truyền thông ảo), 
even after coming back home after a long day at work. This leads to a grave decrease in 
real communication (truyền thông thật) through talking and caring. “When people 
consume too much virtual information, their mind becomes distracted, and they come to 
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experience neurasthenia (suy nhược thần kinh) and tiredness. This makes people care less 
and less about those surrounding them and isolate themselves,” argued the Venerable.  
 This can be rectified if people increasingly participate in outdoor exercises and 
most importantly, practice “living happily in the present” (hiện tại lạc trú). Simply put, as 
the Venerable explained, this mode of living involves performing certain types of tasks at 
the appropriate time and in the appropriate environment—work tasks should be done at 
the office or at school, while one’s home should be the place for family activities, such as 
meal sharing and caring for one another. While performing these tasks, people should 
maintain a sense of mindfulness, that is, fully focusing on the tasks at hand and being 
aware of your and other people’s presence. “When you eat, you focus on chewing and 
enjoying your food. This will improve the eating experience and food digestion, as well 
as the quality of family time. When people in a family are present for one another, the 
feeling of loneliness and isolation vanishes…If the home environment seems tense or 
stressful because of work, take initiative to break the icy environment by checking on 
them [family members], caring for them, talking with them, or watching funny clips or 
comedy together…Be the bodhisattva for your family through caring acts,” the Venerable 
advised.  
 One can learn how to live in the present more through the practice of vipassanā 
meditation. The Venerable encouraged Buddhists to come to participate in the meditation 
retreat at the Temple of Wisdom. The retreat was first introduced at the temple in early 
2017, and throughout my fieldwork, it continued to be organized once or twice a month. 
At this retreat, prominent monastics in the field of vipassanā meditation, mainly from the 
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Theravada tradition, are invited to provide instructions and guidance for lay practitioners. 
The retreat typically lasts from 6:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., alternating between Dharma 
lectures on meditation history and theory, and several 45-minute intervals of meditation 
practice. Since its introduction, the meditation retreat has remained one of the most well-
attended retreats at the temple, with more than 500 people participating each time. Sitting 
in air-conditioned rooms, practitioners are instructed basic techniques of observing their 
breaths, bodily sensations, the coming and going of thoughts, and their emotional states. 
While most monastics agree on the basics of vipassanā meditation, there are minor 
differences in how they teach meditation. In the first few retreats, for example, 
practitioners received different instructions on whether a cushion should be used while 
meditating. Some instructors agreed to the use of meditation cushion because it helps 
beginners ease into the practice; others said that using meditation cushions can lead 
people to be attached to and reliant on the comfort and prevent them from observing the 
intensity of physical sensations.  
 While encouraging people to practice meditation and cultivate mindfulness, the 
abbot also carefully pointed out that meditation might not work for everyone as a cure for 
emotional distresses, and that people with depression should not spend too much time 
meditating either. The Venerable recognized that psychological conditions like 
depression should be seen as a mental illness that requires consultation with medical 
experts and proper medical treatment. When people practice meditation to alleviate 
emotional and psychological distresses, it is imperative, the abbot emphasized, that they 
should remember to mentally attribute feelings of happiness and equanimity to each 
 161 
 
   
 
breath, recognizing that each breath brings them inner peace. Without this mental 
acknowledgement, negative emotions and memories might take over and become 
strengthened by the quietude of the meditative environment, leading people to experience 
distresses even more. The abbot added that people with depression should limit their 
sitting meditation practice to maximum 30 minutes. After that, they should switch over to 
walking meditation, engaging in physical exercises, and interacting with people 
surrounding them. He also encouraged people to participate in social service activities so 
that they can develop real communication with society and shift their attention to the 
outside world and not fixate on internal negative emotional states. This advice fits well 
with the temple’s elaborate programs of philanthropic and social services that I will 
discuss in Chapter 4.  
 
2. Bhikkhu T and Ven. L: Cultivating Inner Peace and Resilience  
If the message of the abbot about fostering real human communication resonates 
well among adult educators and social workers, two younger monks, Bhikkhu T and Ven. 
L, attract the attention of many young people with their emphasis on cultivating inner 
peace and resilience, with the help of a mindful and compassionate sangha. While the 
abbot advocates for formal Buddhist ethical education and participation in social services, 
Ven. L and Bhikkhu T62 are meditation teachers (thiền sư), whose styles of therapeutic 
Buddhism encourage internal cultivation and a longer period of retreat.  
 
62 At the time of my research, Bhikkhu T was not based at a Buddhist temple in Vietnam. However, he 
received lots of support from many local monastics, including the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom, and 
from many lay Buddhist intellectuals in the city. Prior to organizing many of his educational programs on 
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Both Ven. L and Bhikkhu T see the root cause of depression and other 
psychological conditions being a troubled and unstable tâm (Sanskrit: citta). Within 
Buddhism, tâm is the heart-mind that determines how one experiences and feels about the 
world. As Bhikkhu T succinctly put in one of his Dharma talks, “Tâm bạn như thế nào thì 
bạn sẽ nhìn lên thực tại như thế ấy” (You see the world the way that your heart sees it). 
When the tâm reacts to stimuli from the surrounding environment, emotions arise. The 
danger occurs when the individuals get carried away by the three unwholesome qualities 
of tham (greed), sân (anger), and si (delusion) and identify themselves with them. This is 
when tự ngã, or the ego, is formed.  
Ven. L, in many of his Dharma lectures, discussed how much of the suffering we 
come to experience derives from the ego attaching to and desiring for emotions, both 
positive and negative. Our ego feeds on positive and negative emotions because it is the 
only way that our ego survives and gains its recognition, Ven. L explained. The 
Venerable once likened emotions to ocean waves. In this analogy, the waves are things 
that we desire, that we run after. When the waves are no longer there, we find a calm 
ocean, that is, our true nature. If we continue to create waves, as Ven. L emphasized, we 
cannot get in touch with and control ourselves. Similarly, Bhikkhu T explained that as we 
continue to focus so much of our efforts on making ends meet and future-oriented goals, 
we lose the ability to connect with the conditions of happiness (điều kiện hạnh phúc) that 
 
meditation in Vietnam, Bhikkhu T had studied under Thích Nhất Hạnh and other meditation masters in 
Europe and the U.S. During my fieldwork, the Bhikkhu had established a sizable meditation community 
both in Vietnam and abroad, and he had endeavored to build a meditation center in Vietnam with varying 
levels of success.  
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are present to us in the present moment. These explications of the inner working of the 
tâm are rooted in the Buddhist teachings of non-self, attachment, and dependent 
origination. To stabilize the tâm and to cultivate inner peace then, one needs to cultivate 
mindfulness through meditation practices. Both Ven. L and Bhikkhu T combine 
vipassanā meditation with mindfulness practices popularized by Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum 
Village.  
As Bhikkhu T did not have a temple in Vietnam where he was based during my 
fieldwork, he organized Dharma lectures and meditation retreats at different facilities, 
including eco-tourism resorts, private schools and universities, and private companies. I 
attended one of the meditation retreats, which lasted one full day, with a tight practice 
schedule filled with short 30-minute meditation sessions. During the retreat, practitioners 
were instructed to practice different forms of meditation, including sitting and walking 
meditation, resting meditation, and eating meditation. Additionally, Bhikkhu T received 
patronage from businesspeople, media producers, and educators to organize meditative 
music nights that feature songs written by the famous Vietnamese composer, Trịnh Công 
Sơn, whose music carries much Buddhist influence (Schafer 2007). For followers of 
Bhikkhu T, including youth, his teachings provide a framework to bring mindfulness into 
daily life, encouraging people to both work and engage in the market economy, while 
maintaining some degree of mindfulness throughout. Even though the Bhikkhu advocated 
that it is important for people to have a period of complete retreat from their busy work 
lives to focus on looking inward and recharging their energies, he advised young people 
to work like they are “playing,” that is, they maintain full awareness of the tasks at hand, 
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focus on each movement, and feel a sense of ease with the work they are doing. In this 
framework, work becomes a practice in mindful living. One works, but one also lives at 
the same time, explained the Bhikkhu. By maintaining mindfulness while working, one 
can experience a sense of comfort and control, and does not get too carried away and 
pressured by future-oriented goals. 
Ven. L, as he was affiliated with the Temple of Wisdom, organized meditation 
classes inside the temple. During my fieldwork, these classes were consistently attended 
by a group of roughly 50 young people to practice vipassanā meditation, observing their 
breathing and the rising and falling of their thoughts and emotions. They also practiced 
meditative tea drinking, meditative eating, and meditative singing with songs from the 
Plum Village. Ven. L’s meditation classes typically lasted a couple of hours. Regularly, 
the classes started with a 30 or 45-minute meditation session, which was then followed 
by a Dharma talk by Ven. L and a question-and-answer section between the students and 
the meditation teacher. Sometimes, the Venerable and his students organized Pháp đàm, 
or Dharma discussions, where students asked the monk for advice on life issues, such as 
conflicts in family and the workplace, relationship problems, and economic difficulty. 
These Dharma discussion sections, in many ways, served as a collective counseling 
session, where people together learn how to cope with issues “common to human lives.”  
In addition to constantly reminding his students to find refuge in the present 
moment and to avoid getting carried away by strong emotions, Ven. L encouraged his 
students to be kind and forgiving to themselves and to appreciate the suffering that one is 
experiencing because such suffering is a necessary condition for enlightenment. “Be a 
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kind and compassionate mother for yourself and your suffering…Do not pass judgment 
on our suffering. Learn to forgive yourself when you are not in a state of equanimity,” 
Ven. L instructed in a Dharma talk. The invocation of motherhood by Ven. L conjures the 
Vietnamese ideal of mothers as loving and caring individuals who are kind and patient 
towards their troubled and suffering children (cf. Gammeltoft 2014).  
This discussion of compassion can be seen in one of the Dharma discussions that I 
observed in 2017 where the Ven. L encouraged his students to share problems from their 
daily family lives. A young woman in her twenties, Oanh, came to the front and told 
everyone about her alcoholic father who neglected her family of five siblings and an 
ailing mother. When her mother passed away, she felt helpless, not knowing how to help 
her father recover from alcohol addiction and how to support her family. To make the 
matter worse, her older brothers sometimes joined their father drinking, leading to many 
family fights. “Sometimes I went to sit by my mother’s grave, sobbing and telling her to 
take me away with her,” Oanh revealed. After a long pause, Ven. L calmly spoke: “If you 
go join your mother, she would hurt even more…She would want you to live…If you die, 
nothing will change…If alcoholism is your father’s and brothers’ way to forget 
themselves, suicide is yours.” He advised Oanh to live her life to the fullest like her father 
and brothers had never done, to be the calming presence, the place of refuge for them, 
and to use her mindful energy to transform their suffering like the compassionate 
bodhisattva. At the end of the Dharma discussion, everyone in the class came up to Oanh 
to soothe and hug her. Not long after this discussion, Oanh decided to pursue the 
monastic path under the guidance of Ven. L.  
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 While Bhikkhu T’s meditative programs differ from Ven. L’s classes in the sense 
that the former are organized outside of the confines of a Buddhist temple and thus, are 
able to attract a larger number of intellectuals and business people who are not regular 
temple-goers, both meditation masters propagate a similar message: if one wants to find 
inner peace and reduce stress, anxiety, and depression, one needs to meditate to fully live 
in the present, to maintain mindfulness, and avoid being swept away by strong emotions. 
They also emphasize the need to develop a community of practitioners so as to increase 
năng lượng tỉnh thức (mindfulness energy) and to cultivate tình tăng thân (the loving 
bond between sangha members). Through mindfulness energy and the loving bond 
between sangha members, people learn to be present for one another, to care for each 
other’s well-being, and to help each other on their healing journey from suffering, stress, 
depression, and other psychological conditions.  
This message of building a community of mindfulness practitioners resonates 
deeply with many young Buddhists. A lay Buddhist whom I met at the one-day 
meditation retreat organized by Bhikkhu T in early 2017 told me that she was able to 
connect more with the Bhikkhu because his sermon reached people’s tâm lý (tâm: heart; 
lý: logic), and because they addressed emotional or psychological problems that many 
people experienced. “The Bhikkhu, he’s different. Did you attend the meditative tea-
drinking event that he had back in November? There, he said that he is not keen on 
propagating Buddhism. He is more interested in using Buddhism to heal people,” she 
said. Those who follow Ven. L also share a similar sentiment. Ven. L once told a group 
of his students as well that he was not interested in finding the Buddha on the written 
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pages of sutras and texts; to him, meditation was the key to understand the Buddha’s 
teachings. In many ways then, the approaches of Bhikkhu T and Ven. L stand in stark 
contrast to the emphasis of the head abbot on Buddhist scholasticism and Dharma 
propagation discussed in Chapter 1. During my research, both Bhikkhu T and Ven. L 
managed to recruit small groups of youth to follow the monastic path and retreat to 
practice looking inward.  
 It is important to note that to construct their visions of therapeutic Buddhism, 
Bhikkhu T and to a lesser extent, Ven. L consult and/or explicitly reference Western 
popular and new-age psychology. While I noticed that Ven. L had the Vietnamese 
translation of The Power of Now by the German spiritualist Eckhart Tolle on his work 
desk, Bhikkhu T explicitly referenced the psychologist Rick Hanson’s work on 
neuroplasticity and positive psychology in his Dharma talks. Dwelling in the present and 
experiencing the conditions of happiness fully are the core of both Eckhart Tolle and 
Rick Hanson’s methods of cultivating mental resilience and positivity and regaining 
control of one’s life moment-by-moment (Hanson 2009; Tolle 2004). At the same time, 
while consulting and/or referencing Western popular and new-age positive psychology, 
Bhikkhu T and Ven. L approach mindfulness not simply as a repertoire of techniques of 
self-help that can be de-contextualized from its social and religious context. For both of 
these monastics, therapeutic Buddhism not only requires a sangha of mindfulness 
practitioners, but also needs to be deeply rooted in Buddhist ethical teachings of non-self 
and dependent origination and Vietnamese culture, reflected through the use of 
Vietnamese music and the image of compassionate motherhood.  
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 The brief sketch of therapeutic Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh City above has shown 
that the popularization of mindfulness meditation emerges in relation to the heightened 
interest in psychology and mental health. While different monastic teachers espouse 
slightly different articulations of therapeutic Buddhism, Buddhist mindfulness practices, 
particularly as drawn from the global vipassanā movements and the Plum Village order 
of Thích Nhất Hạnh, posit a universalizing model of human psychology, one in which 
human suffering stems from individuals’ attachment to and self-identification with strong 
emotions and unwholesome tendencies of greed, anger, and delusion (cf. Cassaniti 2018: 
16-17). In this next section, I turn to tell the life story of Thu, drawn mainly from a long 
interview with her in late 2017, to explore how and why an increasing number of young 
well-educated people in Ho Chi Minh are attracted to mindfulness meditation, their 
experiences with the practices, and the struggles that they face as they endeavor to draw 
on Buddhist meditation practices to navigate the difficulties of social life in Vietnam. 
While I will draw comparison between Thu’s experiences with those of other youth, Thu 
stood out to me because she had practiced mindfulness meditation the longest out of all 
of the young Buddhists I had gotten to know. Her reflections on the challenges of 
meditation point to important tensions and frictions as lay Buddhists negotiate the 
universalizing framework of mindfulness with class inequality and gender expectations in 
late-socialist Vietnam.  
 
Mindfulness Meditation and the Divided Self: The Story of Thu 
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 “Thu cảm thấy hoang mang lắm (I feel very lost and confused),” Thu sighed over 
a cup of warm oolong tea. It was around noon on a Wednesday in April in 2017, and Thu 
and I were meeting for our weekly English learning session at a coffee shop twenty 
minutes away from the central district of Ho Chi Minh City. Surrounding us, university 
students and office workers sat on the wooden floor with their legs crossed and 
periodically took a bite out of their set lunches and a sip of their iced coffees. The coffee 
shop, hidden in one of the smaller alleyways, exuded a meditative vibe, with a small 
fishpond in front and dark ambient lighting inside, giving people refuge from the bustling 
traffic under the scorching heat. Thu continued over the melancholic sound of 
Vietnamese 70s music. She relayed that she had found herself at a three-way juncture, 
trying to decide whether she wanted a normal life with a career and a family, a care-free 
life where she could go on adventures, or the monastic life.  
 Thu was one among a few lay Buddhist youth I met during my fieldwork who had 
been practicing mindfulness meditation for more than one year. A graduate student in 
Psychology in her late twenties, Thu worried about her life path often, as indicated by her 
sharing above. I first met Thu at one of the Dharma lectures on meditation. In many of 
our subsequent conversations, Thu were occupied thinking about how she could maintain 
mindfulness in her busy daily life and whether she should continue her work as a 
counselor because she felt that counseling work had left her troubled and fatigued. Those 
two questions figured prominently not only in Thu’s experience with Buddhist 
mindfulness practices, but also her endeavor to navigate her multiple life-worlds as a 
 170 
 
   
 
Buddhist, a counselor, and a young female migrant struggling with emotional distresses 
and socio-economic uncertainties in Ho Chi Minh City.   
 
Narratives of Suffering and the Desire for Monasticism   
 Born into a poor family in central Vietnam, Thu grew up knowing Buddhism 
from a young age. Her family followed Pure Land Buddhism, and they mainly chanted 
Buddhist sutras and went to temple on the 15th and 1st of each lunar month. Her most 
vivid memory with Buddhism was, however, a prophecy that she received from a sweet 
tofu seller when Thu was about three years old or so. This sweet tofu seller came by 
regularly to Thu’s house because as a small child, Thu enjoyed eating this dessert made 
out of silk tofu and sweet ginger syrup. One day, the tofu seller, as if possessed by a 
spirit, told Thu’s mother that at the age of 15, Thu should consider xuất gia (lit. to leave 
home) and become ordained, that Thu must not wait past 15 because otherwise it would 
be very hard for her to get ordained, and that Thu’s family should encourage her to 
become a monastic because it will help her đỡ khổ (experience less suffering).63 As she 
was growing up, Thu’s mother would often remind her of this story about the prophecy. 
“The story has become so imprinted in my head, in my ý thức (consciousness), that there 
is something inside me that is always connected to Buddhism,” Thu observed.  
 
63 Contrary to Theravada Buddhist countries in Southeast Asia, like Thailand, Burma, Cambodia, and Laos, 
there is no formal system of temporary ordination in Vietnam. While it is common in Theravada countries 
for young children to be ordained as monks for a short period of time, either as a way to cultivate good 
merits for the family or as a period of refuge from “bad luck,” in Vietnam, ordination is more permanent, 
and it takes a lot of deliberation on the part of the family.  
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But contrary to the prophecy, Thu did not decide to follow the monastic path at 
the age of 15. The main reason that prevented her from getting ordained was her family. 
“People in my area often talked about how poor my family was. Lots of people looked 
down on us because of our poverty. I developed this strong resolution that I needed to 
làm giàu (to make wealth)! I needed to study super hard and to make tons of money, and 
then after that, I would take revenge on these people. I would take a fat stack of cash and 
throw it in their faces. That was what I thought when I was young, in 8th grade, around 
15 or 14,” Thu recollected with a reserved laugh in our interview in 2017, as if to smirk at 
the painful memories. I found out at the end of that interview that part of the reasons why 
her family was facing financial difficulty was because her paternal side of the family, the 
more financially well-off side of the family thanks to their work in fishery (as opposed to 
agriculture on the maternal side), did not recognize her as part of the lineage because she 
was a girl. Thu explained that her paternal grandparents had wanted Thu, as a cháu đích 
tôn (the first paternal grandchild), to be a boy. When Thu was born, her grandparents 
were disappointed, and they did not want to support Thu’s father financially. This led 
Thu’s parents moving back to her mother’s family home to raise a family.  
Thu continued with her secondary education and passed an entrance exam to 
attend a two-year college program in the performing arts in Ho Chi Minh City. Upon 
graduation from college, Thu got an internship and immersed herself in the world of 
show business, where she became a host for different performance events and worked 
with many celebrities. However, after a few months, Thu grew discontented with the 
world of show business. “Thu bị khủng hoảng với giới showbiz luôn (I was under crisis 
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with the world of show business)! I felt that a career in the arts and in public 
communication was no longer suitable for me,” Thu lamented. As an intern, she 
witnessed people’s scheming, cheating, lying, and she found herself swept up in endless 
petty gossips. As she was feeling lost and confused about the next step, her desire to 
become ordained as a Buddhist monastic resurfaced.  
Thu quit show business and decided to take an entrance exam for a Bachelor’s 
degree program in Psychology. While she was studying in the program, however, the 
desire to become a monastic continued to linger. Part of Thu wanted to follow the path, 
the other was afraid that she was only running away from her problems again. “I felt like 
there were two persons inside of me who were always in conflict, and that conflict lasted 
more than a year. Every day, my trạng thái (state of mind), tâm trạng (mood) always 
revolve around, should I go or should I stay? It was torture. The thing that made me 
suffer the most in life must be trying to decide whether I want to follow the monastic 
path,” Thu laughed. 
Her plan to become a monastic was put on hold once again when bad news hit her 
family. Thu’s younger sister had an unexpected pregnancy with a man from their 
hometown. Due to a complicated mix of socio-economic circumstances, the man and his 
family could not fully support raising the child. As her family was in disarray over the 
situation, Thu found herself having to take the responsibility of making difficult 
decisions. “I am the kind of person who, when the situation calls, I can become very 
strong-willed. The situation with my sister, I handled it all. I was the one who talked to 
both sides of the family and arranged a solution. I made the call. On my shoulder at that 
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time was the weight of my family’s issue. In that instance, I was not a sister. I was a 
mother, and I was a father. After everything has been arranged, I decided that I would 
also be the one who would take care of my nephew, my sister’s son,” Thu reminisced.  
Thu moved back to her hometown after finishing her Bachelor’s to take care of 
her nephew and worked as a school counselor at a local high school for troubled students. 
It was this job that exposed Thu to a host of issues in school settings in Vietnam. Thu 
recounted that she had to work with students suffering from school bullying and violence, 
broken homes, as well as alcohol and drug addiction. In order to gain the trust and respect 
of the students at this school and to better counsel them, Thu mentioned how she always 
had a box of cigarettes in her desk’s drawer, in case a student would feel much more 
comfortable talking to her after a smoke. Thu spent almost two years and a half working 
at the school and staying in central Vietnam to care for her nephew, before all of the 
pressures from counseling work and family responsibilities motivated her to search for a 
way to cope with her struggles and challenges. 
It was during this time that Thu was introduced to the teachings of the Vietnamese 
Zen Master Thích Nhất Hạnh by a close friend whose sister was recently ordained with 
Nhất Hạnh’s Plum Village order. After having read two of his famous books, Thu was 
intrigued and expressed a desire to see the Master in person. Coincidently, the Plum 
Village center in Thailand was organizing a 7-day retreat, and Thích Nhất Hạnh was 
going to be there to hold the ordination ceremony for a few Vietnamese Buddhists. One 
of the prospective ordinands, whom Thu knew well from before, had already been 
ordained as a nun in a Pure Land temple, but she found Pure Land practices not fitting for 
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her and decided to get re-ordained as a nun in Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum Village order. “I 
was curious about the Plum Village. I wanted to understand what was so attractive about 
this method of practicing that made the nun leave her Master at the Pure Land temple. 
The nun is a very tình cảm (filled with moral sentiments) person. Her leaving her old 
temple behind to follow the Plum Village must not have been easy,” Thu explained.  
Using some of the savings from her jobs, Thu flew to Thailand to participate in 
the retreat and to attend the ordination ceremony of her nun friend. To her surprise, Thu 
was completely taken by the practices at the Plum Village. Coming from Pure Land 
practices, Thu found the approach of Plum Village new and refreshing. During the seven 
days of the retreat, Thu learned to become more and more aware of her speech, the way 
she walked, how she behaved, and how she breathed. But the moment that made the 
deepest impression on her was watching the nun from the Pure Land temple and other 
ordinands receiving ordination and becoming a member of the Plum Village order. Thu 
recounted vividly:  
The day when I witnessed the shaving of her [the nun’s] hair was the most painful day for 
me. On that day, all of the seeds (hạt giống) [of Thu’s desire to become ordained] rose to 
the surface with such force and intensity. I burst out crying. I was crying in front of 
everyone, and I could not control it. That night, after we went back to our sleeping 
quarter, I kept crying…I kept crying for a few days after that. All along, I felt that I had 
taken the wrong path. The path of studying and working is not the right path for me. I 
should have chosen to become a monastic at the age of 15! Many things were torturing 
me inside.  
 
Her nun friend, after the ceremony had completed, went to see Thu and comforted 
her. She told Thu to continue return to her work after the retreat, and Thu would still be 
able to become a monastic when all of the right duyên, or conditions, came together. 
After the retreat, Thu came back home to continue her counseling work, but her heart and 
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mind was preoccupied with the monastic path. The chance to meet Thích Nhất Hạnh and 
to practice with the Plum Village had left a deep impression on her. Something kept 
telling her that becoming a monastic in the Plum Village order was the only path that she 
could follow. 
Before delving deeper into Thu’s experiences with mindfulness meditation, I want 
to note that Thu’s attraction to and desire for monasticism, particularly in the Plum 
Village order, resonate with the perspectives of many young people I met who have had 
some exposure to or participated in the retreat at the Plum Village in Thailand. In late 
2018, I had the opportunity to spend seven days at the village for one of the retreats 
similar to the one Thu recounted above. The cost of participation in the retreat was not 
too high. While participants could easily afford air tickets from regional low-cost airlines, 
they would pay up to $10 per night for accommodation. Here, I met many well-educated, 
young people in their late 20s and early 30s, who, similar to Thu, came to the Plum 
Village and found themselves drawn to the peaceful monastic community, the slow 
lifestyle, and the constant practices of mindful eating, walking, and breathing. Many of 
these young people were young professionals (coincidentally many were in the fields of 
show business, freelance design, real estate development, and engineering) who found 
themselves fatigued, restless, and burdened by the pressures and stress from their work. 
Most participants traveled alone, but some also brought along their family members. The 
main appeal of the Plum Village lied in its vision of a therapeutic community of 
mindfulness practices, where every moment of the day is dedicated to mindfulness 
practices and to fully enjoying the present moment. Located in a picturesque hilly region 
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of Thailand, three hours away from the hustle of Bangkok, the Plum Village provided 
practitioners with the opportunity to detach from the stressful world of work and to return 
inward.  
It is important to note here as well that Thu’s narrative about her desire for and 
struggle with following the monastic path is gendered and classed. In her account thus 
far, one can see that her role as the eldest daughter in the family had made it difficult for 
her to pursue the monastic path. She portrayed the monastic path here as an unfulfilled 
destiny, a destiny constantly obstructed by her responsibilities to care for the family, both 
financially and emotionally. Even when she struggled to enjoy her work in show business 
or in counselling, she felt the pressure to continue working for the sake of her family. As 
I will show next part of her narrative, Thu’s positionality as a daughter, her family’s 
humble economic background, and her experience as a counselor interweave with her 
complex experiences with mindfulness meditation. Contrary to the popular portrayal of 
mindfulness as a neutral self-help technique, for Thu, it emerges as an intense practice of 
ethical self-cultivation, one that prompts her to confront and reconfigure her relationships 
with her painful past, her troubled family, and the reality of socio-economic inequality in 
late-socialist Vietnam.  
 
Remembering the Past: Mindful Recollection and Loving-Kindness  
After Thu returned to her hometown, she learned that her nun friend, in whose 
ordination ceremony at the Plum Village in Thailand Thu participated, was assigned by 
the Plum Village Sangha to come back and stay at one of the monasteries affiliated with 
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the order in the city of Hue. The pressures from counseling work and from caring for her 
family combined with her strong desire to follow the monastic path led Thu to decide to 
leave her jobs and family to join her nun friend at the monastery in Hue. At the 
monastery, Thu’s days were filled with different forms of mindfulness practices, 
including sitting and walking meditation, singing meditation (thiền ca), tea-drinking 
meditation (thiền trà), and mindful eating (ăn cơm chánh niệm). As a practicing novice, 
she had to learn Buddhist sutras and Plum Village poetic stanzas (thi kệ) written by Thích 
Nhất Hạnh and other monastics to facilitate reflections on key Buddhist teachings. 
Additionally, Thu had to learn the bodily forms and manners of a monastic, including 
how to walk, talk, sleep, greet others, and fold her clothes and blankets. At night, she had 
to write a diary recollecting her daily meditation practices, including difficulties and 
challenges she had encountered. Her diary, as she recalled, was filled with descriptions of 
hardship.  
When I first arrived at the monastery, I was in so much pain and suffering (đau khổ cực 
kỳ). I carried with me a bag of suffering. Never did a day pass by in the first month that I 
didn’t cry when doing meditation. Maybe it was because it was so quiet when you 
meditate that things kept flaring up in your mind…When I sat, my whole body 
experienced intense pain like it was being stung by ants or like it was being pricked and 
stabbed by needles…There were days when I could not stand staying at the monastery 
any longer; I wanted to leave. But I set a rule for myself to stay in the monastery for three 
months before deciding whether to stay or to leave. I wanted to make sure that my desire 
to follow the monastic path was not simply because I was influenced by a group of 
people…Monasticism for me was both something that I desired and something that 
haunted and tortured me…There were days when negative memories of the past came 
back, and I tried so so hard to focus on and hold on to my breaths that I became stressed 
by the meditation practice itself…My brain developed a wall against the word thở (to 
breathe). Any mention of that word could drive me insane! My head felt like it was 





   
 
Thu related her frustration and difficulties to a nun at the monastery. The nun told 
her to stop practicing and to simply live and do whatever Thu wanted. “Just live and play 
she told me. If I was in the middle of working on something and I felt tired, I could go lay 
down. Whenever sitting meditation became too overwhelming, I could walk around 
instead,” Thu reminisced. As she eased up on trying to do the practice, she felt lighter and 
more relaxed. She recalled feeling happier, and as she let go of trying to practice, the 
nuns noticed that Thu slowly developed more and more mindfulness in her daily life. 
Thu’s experiences of pain, both in form of bodily sensations and of negative past 
memories, resonate with other youth’s accounts of their participation in the ten-day 
vipassanā meditation or the seven-day Plum Village retreats. Hùng, a lay male Buddhist 
in his early twenties whom I became acquainted at the Temple of Wisdom, recounted in 
an interview that he suffered from so much physical pain during a vipassanā meditation 
retreat. “When you participate in a meditation retreat, you have a taste of all types of 
đắng cay (lit: bitterness and hotness/spiciness; great pain and discomfort) …You have to 
sit and meditate for 10 sessions, each session for one hour. When you sit that long, your 
body aches like it has never hurt before,” Hùng shared. Physical pain aside, many also 
reported having past memories and traumas emerging in their mind. As Thu observed in 
the quote above, the silence during meditation allows for the emergence and recollection 
of past memories, particularly negative ones. One story I heard from another lay Buddhist 
at the Temple of Wisdom has become a sort of “legend.” A lay Buddhist woman she 
knew once attended the 10-day vipassanā meditation retreat. By the fourth day, the 
meditation teacher and retreat participants were suddenly shaken by a loud shriek that 
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pierced the silence of the meditation hall. The lay Buddhist woman had seen a past 
trauma during her meditation, one that made her scream out of fright and weep 
uncontrollably. 
There is a point to all of this painful physical and mental suffering, as Hùng 
assured me. “You learn to let go…What you learn is that your pain appears naturally, but 
then it will disappear. Sometimes a meditation session can feel really good. And a sense 
of greed emerges, and you want to meditate more. But sometimes it is painful, and you 
get tired and sleepy. You feel the joy, the sadness. When you meditate, you can observe 
yourself, and then you can let go,” he explained. As previously discussed, both vipassanā 
meditation and the Plum Village’s mindfulness practices share the common techniques of 
observing one’s breath and the transitory nature of one’s emotions, thoughts, and 
memories. In cultivating the ability to stand back and observe one’s bodily sensations and 
emotions, a meditation practitioner can ideally maintain a stable heart-mind, avoid 
getting swept up by strong emotions, and control their reactions and actions. As Michal 
Pagis astutely observes in her study of vipassanā meditation in the U.S. and Israel, 
“bodily based introspective techniques,” like vipassanā, brings the usually tacit 
“embodied meaning-making processes,” or what Bourdieu (1977) calls habitus, to “the 
forefront of attention, rendering it a subject of reflection and manipulation” (2019: 4). As 
such, vipassanā and Plum Village mindfulness meditation hone the practitioner’s ability 
to nonjudgmentally pay attention to and become aware of what Pagis refers to as “the 
inner lining of experience,” that is, one’s breath, heartbeat, muscle tension, and the sound 
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of one’s voice. To be aware of the inner lining of experience is to, according to the 
teachings of Thích Nhất Hạnh, be fully present. 
Of course, as the “legend” of the lay Buddhist woman above suggests, to be aware 
of the tacit, of the hidden can lead to strong emotional reactions, particularly when one 
has not fully cultivated the ability to observe nonjudgmentally and to calmly confront the 
past. This does not simply require intense efforts over a long period of time, but as I am 
turning to show, it also requires a reconfiguration of one’s relationship with the past and 
one’s social world.  
Let us now return to Thu’s story. After having spent more than four months at the 
monastery, Thu decided to leave the place and not to become ordained. On the one hand, 
Thu was ambivalent about the monastic structure. “When I was at the monastery, the seed 
of desire to become a monastic would come up sometimes, very strongly. However, the 
sense of happiness and comfort that I had cultivated somehow prevented me from being 
fully ordained. Because if I become ordained, I will be bounded by the rules of the 
sangha and other conditions that I might not know about,” Thu explained. On the other 
hand, she discovered something about herself that compelled her to go back to the city. 
During her time at the monastery, Thu became haunted by a recurring dream. In the 
dream, she found herself first lost in a forest, and as she was trying to find her way out, 
she got chased by a group of menacing-looking men. Thu revealed to me that she had had 
this dream on and off for 10 years since eighth grade. When it first appeared, she did not 
pay attention to it. But as the dream occurred more frequently during her time at the 
monastery, she felt like that there was something larger here. With the state of clarity that 
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she had cultivated through meditation, Thu decided that she would seek counseling to 
fully address the deep problems, the suffering behind the dream. This decision was also, 
in part, due to Thu’s basic training in Freudian and Jungian psychology and experience as 
a counselor.64 When she arrived in Ho Chi Minh City a few weeks later, she found a 
therapist to help her work on the emotional issues she had. 
Thu recounted how throughout the period of her working with a therapist, she had 
to rely on the mindfulness practices that she had learned at the monastery in Hue.  
During this period of therapy, the stress I had to face was no longer the stress about 
becoming ordained, but it was a stress about facing the past. I had to face a lump [of 
suffering] in my heart…And during that time, my breath and mindfulness provide the 
only refuge. Every poetic stanza that I learned at the monastery saved me. Every day 
when I woke up, I would recite a stanza. I would take a deep breath… Whenever the 
negative emotions and memories rushed in, I had to stop everything, stand still, and 
breathe. Deep breath in, strong breath out, and my tears would keep pouring… Every 
day, I would think about my spiritual family, my blood family, and the stanzas I had 
learned. I tried not to think…just keep my mind blank while I continued singing songs 
from the Plum Village, reciting poetic stanzas, and recognizing on the sunlight 
surrounding me. 
 
The mindfulness practices of the Plum Village helped Thu stay grounded, 
especially when the therapist’s method of getting Thu to verbalize and articulate her 
childhood memories proved too stressful. As the quote suggests, mindfulness meditation 
allows Thu to “bracket” her “present moment,” that is her current state of being and 
existence, from her “biographical self” that was the object of scrutiny of psychological 
counseling (Pagis 2019: 77).  
 
64 I came to learn about this when Thu, during the interview, mentioned Freud and Jung’s theories of dream 
and discussed how such a dream was connected to her subconsciousness. She also mentioned how she, over 
the years, had unconsciously “frozen” many of the painful memories from her childhood, and it was only 
during the period of counseling did the therapist try to guide her to consciously remember the past.  
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Without going too much in-depth into Thu’s past, something that she was still 
uncomfortable talking about in full detail, I want to highlight two dimensions of her past 
that underpinned many of her painful memories for context. After her counseling 
experience, Thu realized that her paternal grandparents’ disappointment in the fact that 
she was a girl and refusal to financially support her family contributed to her sense of 
loneliness and abandonment. Moreover, her family’s financial difficulty and the drama 
revolving around her sister’s unexpected pregnancy made Thu feel that she had to 
shoulder the family’s burden, taking on the social role of both a father and a mother, 
while no one seemed to support her emotionally. Thu also found out why she had a hard 
time continuing her work in show business or engaging with the public: she was afraid of 
social judgments because when she younger, people in the village looked down on her 
family because of their poverty. Her fears of abandonment and judgment, as Thu 
revealed, were the keys to decode the recurring dreams that she had had.   
The counseling experience was a difficult one for Thu because she had to work 
hard to unearth and remember a lot of memories from the past that she had hidden away. 
Thu spent the next three years working on her relationship with her past. In reflecting on 
her experience with mindfulness practices, Thu came to realize that mindfulness is 
neither a quick fix nor a panacea for all emotional problems one experiences. In her case, 
she had to couple it with difficult psychological counseling. But without meditation, 
confronting the past alone would be too overwhelming. Thu likened her suffering to a 
large tree with many branches and deep roots.  
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At the first stage of practice, you cut down the tree and the branches. You think that it is 
all gone, and you feel very happy about it. If you interview 100 people who first practice, 
they will all say that they feel happy...Then they will criticize people who have practiced 
for four or five years, saying that why you are still suffering. But after one more year of 
practice, you will know what suffering is. Why? When the initial state of happiness 
becomes saturated… [you realize] the tree you cut, its roots remain on the surface. But 
those are the roots, not the seed…Take my suffering, for example, I couldn’t reduce my 
suffering down to a small seed within one year of practice because my suffering has been 
in existence for 12, 13 years… I was scared because I got used to the state of happiness, 
and then suddenly the suffering I thought had disappeared kept emerging…Then you 
continue practicing, and when you practice, you remove the big roots. But even when you 
remove them, the seed and other tiny roots remain…When you can finally see the seed, 
you suffer even more…you would ask, ‘tại sao tao nhổ mày hai ba lần rồi mà bây giờ 
mày vẫn tồn tại? (why are you continuing to exist even though I have tried to get rid of 
you many times?)’… I kept persevering with the practice, however, because if I had 
given up, I would have wasted all of my efforts. When you persist, you can turn it into a 
seed…But whatever you do, the seed remains…because it is so small and it is planted in 
the soil of your being, in your tàng thức (store consciousness65). You suddenly realize, 
‘Ah, it is there. My job then is to care for it, to embrace it, and to not let it grow big and 
become a tree. My job is not to eliminate it.’  
 
This realization, at the time of our late 2017 interview, had helped Thu cope with 
negative emotions that arose during a conference on education. One year after having 
started her graduate studies in Psychology, Thu started working part-time as a school 
counselor. With her experiences and connections, she was invited to participate as one of 
the speakers for a conference panel. Speaking in front of a public audience after a long 
period of time, Thu needed to confront with her fear of judgment. Thu recounted to me 
 
65 Tàng thức, or store consciousness, is articulated by Thích Nhất Hạnh in Understanding Our Mind (2006). 
According to what Thích Nhất Hạnh refers to as “the Manifestation Only” school of Buddhism, the store 
consciousness is the foundational consciousness out of which seven other forms of consciousness emerge 
(2006: 23). These other seven forms of consciousness include the consciousness of the five physical senses, 
the mind consciousness that arises from the mind’s contact with an object of perception, and the manas, the 
part of consciousness that gives rise to the mind consciousness, but also contributes to the attachment to a 
sense of “self.” The store consciousness has different functions, but its primary function is to “store and 
preserve all the seeds,” both wholesome and unwholesome, of one’s actions, experiences, and perceptions, 
so that the seeds might grow and manifest. Thích Nhất Hạnh compares our mind to a field that contains all 
types of seeds “sown by ourselves and our parents, schooling, ancestors, and society,” and depending on 
what seeds we decide to water or cultivate, we can continue to be stuck in the cycle of suffering (samsara) 
or to achieve the cessation of suffering (nirvana) (2006: 25-27). 
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that the night before the presentation, she could not sleep and felt a state of crisis coming 
on. In the morning, she went to a Buddhist temple to calm herself.  
I sent energy to the seed [of suffering]. I talked to it, ‘mình biết bạn rất là cô đơn, bạn 
rất là đau khổ, bạn đã sống với mình một thời gian rất dài rồi và bây giờ mình 
muốn bạn cùng với mình đi qua được trạng thái này và tổ tiên của mình cũng là 
những người rất yếu đuối và cô đơn (I know that you are very lonely, that you are in 
pain. You have lived with me for a long time, and now I want you and I to overcome this 
state [of anxiety]. My ancestors were also weak and lonely). Even the Buddha had had 
his moments of weakness. Thus, this sense of weakness and this desire to run away are all 
very normal. Please be calm and we will get over this together.’ A few hours later, my 
anxiety went away, and the presentation went smoothly. 
 
These two long quotes from Thu came up towards the end of my interview with 
her in late 2017, and they allow us to see a shift in Thu’s attitude about and relationship 
with her past. In the two sentences that I bolded above, linguistically, Thu utilized two 
different pairs of pronouns to refer to herself and her suffering. While in the first bolded 
statement, Thu employed the pronoun pair of tao-mày, she switched over to mình-bạn in 
the second instance. Both tao-mày and mình-bạn are the equivalents of I-you pronoun 
pair in English; however, each pair has different affective connotations. Tao-mày can 
either signify a degree of closeness and familiarity, like between two friends, or 
communicate a sense of anger between the two individuals or between the subject and 
object. Considering the linguistic context of the first statement, I interpret Thu’s usage of 
tao-mày to express a sense of anger, annoyance, and frustration towards her “lump of 
suffering” because it failed to disappear. Mình-bạn, in contrast, suggests a more amicable 
and loving relationship. Instead of wishing the past to disappear, Thu learned to embrace, 
to communicate lovingly, and to accept the existence of the past. This is also evidenced 
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by Thu’s referring to her past and suffering, in other occasions, as the “hurting inner 
child” (đửa trẻ bên trong bị tổn thương).66  
Thu’s gradual loving acceptance of her past exemplifies a key component to 
vipassanā meditation and also Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum Village mindfulness practices: 
the cultivation of loving-kindness (metta) and compassion (karuna). Within the 
framework of Buddhist meditation, loving-kindness and compassion are possible when 
one can observe the transitory and interconnected nature of one’s being and social reality, 
and thus approach the world without attachment and with equanimity and forbearance 
(Jordt 2007: 85-88). As Pagis observes, loving-kindness and compassion differ from the 
commonly held notion of love that entails a motivation for selfless behavior that is 
oriented towards specific others. Rather, loving-kindness is oriented towards “all others 
and thus circumvents singularity or social differentiation,” and it is “based on the 
cultivation of universal identification (but not attachment) with the suffering of all living 
creatures” (Pagis 2019: 104).  
When one re-reads the quotations from Thu above as she described her healing 
journey, one notices various references to “spiritual family,” “blood family,” and 
“ancestors.” Within Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum Village tradition that informs much of the 
emerging therapeutic Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh City, these larger familial and spiritual 
 
66 This image of the “inner child” or the “child within” has been recently popularized among the 
psychology and therapy circles in Ho Chi Minh City. While different counselors will reference different 
sources, most will trace this metaphor to the psychological counselling works written by American 
psychologists and therapists, including Charles Whitfield (1987), John Bradshaw (1992), and Eric Berne’s 
theories of transactional analysis (2016). At the most basic level, the “inner child” refers to the true, 
authentic, and expressive self of every individual that after a period of exposure to childhood traumas, 
parental rules, and societal pressures, harbors suffering and anger in its journey to build the “adult.”    
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communities represent the larger “others” towards which practitioners learn to orient 
their loving-kindness and compassion. What is particularly interesting is that the 
imaginaries of these moral communities can be both specific and undifferentiated at the 
same time. When Thu communicated with her suffering before the public presentation in 
the quote above, she thought about both her general ancestors, be it her immediate family 
members in this life or many other ancestors of the past, and the historical Buddha, all of 
whom had suffered from moments of weakness. For Thu and many other young 
Buddhists who have practiced Plum Village’s mindfulness practices at the Temple of 
Wisdom and elsewhere, the conjuring of some collective imaginaries provides a sense of 
comfort, one that reminds them that they are not alone, but also, one that allows them to 
cultivate kindness towards themselves and others.  
 
Confronting and Living with the Divided Self  
My account of Thu’s journey with mindfulness meditation thus far has 
highlighted how Thu drew on therapeutic discourses and practices, from both Western 
psychology and Buddhism, to construct her biographical self and to foster loving-
kindness towards her past. It sounds as if Thu’s experience with mindfulness meditation 
has helped her figure everything out. Yet, throughout my time knowing her, Thu always 
found herself troubled and anxious about her life path, as she tried to navigate the socio-
economic pressures as a migrant youth in Ho Chi Minh City. While therapeutic 
Buddhism provides young Buddhists with the discourses and practices that can help them 
cope with the challenges of the market economy, I will show that in many cases, it can 
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engender new ethical challenges and existential dilemmas. In the case of Thu, these 
struggles resemble what Susanne Bregnbaek refers to as aporias, that is, moral 
quandaries that have no definite answer and that foreground the “double bind” between 
moral ideals and lived experience (2016: 15).    
Similar to many migrant youths that I had met, Thu moved to Ho Chi Minh City 
in pursuit of higher education and professional opportunities. Thu was a jack of all trades. 
In the one year that I had known her, she had been working as a scriptwriter, a school 
counselor, a consultant for various life-skill programs, and even as a salesperson for an 
organic product company. All of this work had been done as Thu was trying to finish her 
thesis and improve her English. When she first requested that I become her English tutor 
after our encounter at a Dharma talk, Thu expressed a strong interest in learning English 
not only to pass her English exam for the graduate degree, but also to potentially study 
abroad at some point. Despite having all of these diverse professional engagements and 
high level of education, Thu struggled financially. All of the odd jobs that she had done 
paid her very little, just enough for her to pay for her frugal daily expenses and the 
monthly rent for a room shared with two other university students in a district far from 
the city’s center.  
As previously discussed, within the ethical framework of Buddhist psychology, 
three qualities are considered “poisonous” and unwholesome: tham (greed), sân (anger), 
and si (delusion). A central component of vipassanā and mindfulness meditation is the 
recognition and management of these three qualities as they arise in the course of a 
person’s interaction with his/her social world. As Thu and many lay Buddhists with 
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whom I talked observe, it seems like one cannot escape these three unwholesome 
qualities if one wants to make it in late-socialist Vietnam. There were many occasions, 
when Thu and I met for our weekly English lessons, that Thu seemed on edge, agitated, 
or just exhausted. Besides running from job to job, Thu found herself working with 
difficult people with whom she had to argue, make bargains, and get into verbal fights. It 
was oftentimes difficult for her to sustain a sense of mindfulness and equanimity. Many 
moments of frustrations, as she recounted to me, revolved around her social position as a 
young migrant woman from rural central Vietnam.   
Working in the city oftentimes reminded Thu of her family’s lack of social and 
economic capital. When Thu was working part-time as a school counselor in the city, she 
was struck by the differences in educational access between the urban students and those 
she used to work with back at home. “One time, I was counseling a student when she 
mentioned that she had a ‘crush’ on this guy in her class. She used the word ‘crush’ in 
English. I had no idea what that word means,” Thu recounted with a chuckle. When she 
invited me to attend one of the school’s festival events, she was awe-struck by the 
students’ knowledge of American pop culture. As groups and groups of students went up 
to the stage to perform American pop songs by Taylor Swift, Beyoncé, and even raps, 
Thu murmured to me, “Đúng là con nít có điều kiện nó khác (Children with good means 
are indeed different).” This socio-economic distinction did engender some tension 
between her and a few of the students. Thu recounted one occasion when some students, 
out of stress and frustration with their school life, referred to Vietnam educational system 
as “rotten.” Upon hearing this, Thu raised a question to her students, “I am a product of 
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Vietnamese education. If education in Vietnam is rotten, then are you saying that I am a 
rotten person too?”  
Besides social class, Thu, as a woman, faced other types of pressures. On the one 
hand, Thu found herself having to deal with gender issues in the field of psychology. 
Based on stories I heard from Thu and my general observation, it seemed that male 
psychologists often gain more professional and public recognition, evidenced by the fact 
that there are many male teachers of Thu who both run successful private practices and 
get paid handsomely to deliver life-skill training programs in schools, universities, and 
companies. Female psychologists tend to work in smaller public and private 
establishments, with specializations in family problems, child rearing, and schooling 
issues, domains that are considered women’s expertise. While Thu had managed to find 
short-term life-skill teaching or counseling gigs, she had trouble securing any longer-term 
employment compared to some of her male colleagues. Moreover, Thu sometimes felt 
that her opinions were not taken seriously by other men in the field. This happened one 
time when one of her male classmates in graduate school completely dismissed Thu’s 
perspectives on the issues of parenting and child development as too “feminine” and not 
“objective” enough. She recounted to me later how angry she was at the classmate.  
As a well-educated woman in her late twenties, Thu also faced another question: 
should she get married and settle down? At the time of my knowing her, Thu was single, 
and even though she had a few short-term relationships in the past, she had trouble falling 
in love. Thu sometimes joked that guys tended to find her straightforward and daring 
qualities (cá tính) off-putting. She loved adventures and had participated in various phượt 
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travel trips67 in which she would drive the motorbike across the country, hike dangerous 
mountains, and stay at homes of local people along the way. Before starting her graduate 
program, Thu had also worked for a company that traded cassava in the borderland 
between Vietnam and Cambodia. In our interview, she recounted those months of 
working in the borderland as a period of time when she was living aimlessly. The longer 
she stayed there, the more accustomed to the local lifeway she became. She smoked 
cigarettes more often and went out to drink with male colleagues every night. Looking 
back, Thu realized that she was moving further away from the path of Buddhist moral 
living. “At that time, I was just like a lowly, wild, and uneducated woman who parties 
and makes trouble. I was like one of those migrants who drift from one place to another, 
with no place to anchor themselves, no life goals, no formal education, but still enjoy life. 
I felt like I was moving so far away from the path I previously set for myself, so I decided 
to quit when the cassava harvesting season was over,” Thu recounted.  
At times, Thu attributed her trouble falling in love to her adventurous nature. She 
did not want to settle down and be chained by relationship and familial commitments. 
Though, it seemed to me that the bigger factor was her fear of confronting the suffering 
of family life. Throughout her childhood, her parents struggled financially, and this led to 
many family problems. Thu found herself having to provide emotional support to both of 
her parents when they went through tough periods in their marriage. Not to mention, 
 
67 Phượt travel has recently been a trend among young people in Vietnam. These trips usually promote a 
sense of freedom and connection with nature, as youth drive their motorbikes across the country to travel to 
mountainous areas. During these trips, young people refrain from staying at hotel and luxurious 
accommodations, but rather, take pleasure in staying in simplistic homestays or homes of local people.  
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there was the issue with her sister’s unexpected pregnancy, and again, Thu became the 
caretaker of her nephew in the early years.  
As for her professional career, Thu saw her tendency to shoulder and become 
attached to other people’s sufferings a major obstacle to her working as a counselor. Not 
so long after our first meeting, Thu shared with me that she had lost her confidence in 
being a counselor. Thu told me that sometimes, she had trouble letting go of people’s 
emotional burdens. The people whom she counselled might come out of the counselling 
session feeling relaxed, but Thu would be left thinking about and dwelling upon the 
issues of others. As Thu observed, this might have partially stemmed from her learning to 
cultivate a compassionate Buddhist heart. When she counselled a couple who was about 
to get a divorce, for example, her training in psychology would allow her to see who 
might be at fault, but her Buddhist heart made her feel sympathetic to both individuals’ 
suffering, leading her to struggle to come up with effective, neutral advice. In my various 
meetings with Thu, she had shown me “evidences” of this personality trait of her, ranging 
from her Myers-Briggs personality test result showing that she has an INFP personality 
(introversion, intuition, feeling, perceiving; that is, a caring and sympathetic person), her 
dermatoglyphics multiple intelligence test result, and even various Tarot card readings,68 
all of which confirm her natural affinity to sympathize with humans’ emotions and her 
true calling to alleviate their suffering. Even as a long-time meditator, it seems that Thu 
 
68 Through these discussions with Thu, I was surprised to learn of the range of popular psychology and 
pseudo-psychology paradigms that are being employed by the community of psychologists and therapists in 
Vietnam. The dermatoglyphics multiple intelligence test, for example, was quite a complex operation in 
which one would go to a center in Vietnam to get their fingerprints scanned and wait for the results to come 
back from a lab in Malaysia.  
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continued to find herself emotionally “attached” to the suffering of others, rather than 
cultivating compassion in a non-attached manner.  
Thu admitted to me on multiple occasions that she felt stuck, not because there is 
no option, but because she cannot commit to any of these possibilities, and because 
certain possibilities are not as feasible because of her socio-economic position. She 
wanted many things, including social mobility, a good career, a romantic relationship, 
and also opportunities to explore and go on adventures. Thu, of course, was not alone. 
Many young people with whom I talked shared a similar sentiment. In late-socialist 
Vietnam, young people find themselves subjected to various forms of social, 
professional, and familial pressures that entangle them in multiple moral binds. They 
have to navigate different societal, state, parental expectations, telling them to be worldly, 
economically savvy, professionally secured, but at the same time, socially conscious, 
patriotic, and responsible for the welfare of their family. It seems that Vietnamese youth, 
similar to their counterparts in post-reform China, experience and suffer from the 
“divided self,” a self that “is torn between self-interest and collective good, struggling 
over desire and responsibility, negotiating contradictory emotions” (Kleinman et al. 2011: 
5).  
Within this seemingly paralyzing “telic indeterminacy” ushered in by a form of 
late-socialist “unsettled pluralism” (McKay 2018: 500; Robbins 2013: 111), urban youth 
find in therapeutic Buddhism, particularly mindfulness meditation, both a way to 
confront and to live with their divided self. As Thu observes, mindfulness meditation can, 
in many cases, exacerbate the sense of moral confusion because people grow acutely 
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aware of their unwholesome tendencies and attempt to get rid of them, like Thu used to 
do. And yet, Thu continued to turn to mindfulness meditation whenever she became too 
overwhelmed. She described these meditation sessions, usually at night, as a practice in 
“re-arranging” (sắp xếp lại) her “self.” As McKay observes in his study of meditation 
among practitioners in the U.S., when meditators sit quietly to observe the transitory 
qualities of their bodily sensations and emotions, they acquire a sense of “fulfillment” 
and “wholeness” that contrasts with their previous state of “existential loss” as disclosed 
by the mood of depression and anxiety, and that ideally results in the cultivation of an 
expansive mood of “calm-compassion” (2018: 508-512). McKay theorizes meditation 
then as an engagement in “telic attunements,” that is, “states through which ethical 
subjects disclose and appraise ultimate values and which act as powerful meditators in 
ethical deliberations about the ends of life” (2018: 498).  
As she explained it to me, by “re-arranging” her “self,” Thu both re-confronted 
her past, her fears and anxieties, and learned to compassionately embrace and live with 
her “divided self.” At the time of my writing this chapter, Thu had finished her graduate 
program. She had not fully committed to a certain life or career path, but she continued to 
work part-time across multiple professional fields, remain romantically unattached, and 
go on phượt trips to the mountainous areas. It seems to me that Thu’s “ultimate values” 
are not wedded to any particular life trajectory, but rather, they might be found in her 
endeavor to continue to live as a “divided self.”  
 
Therapeutic Community and the Politics of the Present 
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 The extended discussion of Thu’s experience with meditation above shows that 
contrary to their popular portrayal in the Euro-American context as neutral techniques of 
the self that can lead to relaxation, happiness, and self-improvement, mindfulness 
practices can become intensely personal and entail conscious efforts to shape and reshape 
one’s ethical relationships to oneself and people around. While I have told Thu’s story 
from the perspective of an individual, it does not mean that mindfulness practices in 
contemporary Vietnam represent a form of “neoliberal,” highly individuated religiosity or 
therapeutic intervention. Recent scholarly works on therapeutic cultures in East and 
Southeast Asia have emphasized how Asian states have drawn on psychological and 
religious counselling to manage citizens’ affective lives and thus govern their potentials 
in the age of neoliberal economic transformation (Rudnyckyj 2010; Yang 2014; cf. 
Ahmed 2010; Rose 1990 for foundational theoretical discussions on therapeutic 
governance). Jie Yang, for example, in her study of television counseling programs in 
China, argues that the Chinese state, through these counseling services, attempt to govern 
the potential of individual citizens and to preempt social unrest by encouraging the poor 
and the unemployed to seek self-help training to cultivate happiness and actualize their 
potentials (2013, 2015). As Yang argues, the positive sentiments cultivated through these 
self-help programs, while having been critiqued as “fake,” are central to the governing 
technology employed by the Chinese state to promote both economic development and 
socio-political stabilization (2013: 296). 
 At the time of my writing, mindfulness practices and therapeutic Buddhism have 
been neither incorporated into the Vietnamese state policies nor mobilized by the state as 
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a method of therapeutic governance. Rather, they have been popularized mainly by 
individual Mahayana and Theravada Buddhist temples, private companies and 
educational institutions, as well as extended networks of Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum 
Village followers. Moreover, although the mindfulness movement—particularly in the 
West, with its treatment of meditation as a form of culturally and religiously 
decontextualized, “quick-fix” practices (what Ronald Purser dubbed 
“McMindfulness”)—has been criticized by scholars as contributing to a form of 
neoliberal governmentality and the late-capitalist “happiness industry” (Davies 2015; 
Purser 2019), such a critique obscures not only the diversity of meanings people attribute 
to mindfulness practices, but also the potential forms of social community and political 
engagement founded on such practices. In examining the incorporation of mindfulness 
into public policy by the All-Party Parliamentary Group in Westminster, for example, 
Joanna Cook argues that subjectification practices, in this case mindfulness meditation, 
“are never totalizing,” that “politico-economic concerns remain central to professional 
interest in self-governance,” and that “subjectification practices may hold multiple and/or 
diverse meanings” beyond the neoliberal discourse of self-responsibilization, that is, the 
shifting of responsibility over well-being onto individuals (2016: 149). She argues that 
people “recognize collective and structural causes of suffering at the same time as 
seeking practices of subjectification for improving wellbeing.” 
 Going back to the story of Thu, one can see that her initial draw to the practice of 
mindfulness meditation was because of her desire for monasticism as an alternative life 
path to that of family and professional career. Her time with the monastic community in 
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Hue made her realize that she needed to confront her past sufferings and traumas. It is 
through mindfulness meditation that she managed to embrace her past, her family with 
compassion, and to continue to navigate the economic inequality of the market economy. 
Mindfulness meditation, for Thu, is not just a tool of self-governance and self-
responsibilization; rather, it is inter-woven with not only her aspirations for social 
mobility, for a career, for romance, and for happiness, but also her responsibility to her 
family and the community around her.  
 Even within the highly personal narrative of Thu above, it is important to note 
that mindfulness practices in Vietnam are deeply connected to the envisioning of a moral 
community. When Thu traveled to Plum Village in Thailand, and when she spent months 
in the monastery in Hue, she practiced meditation among the company of others. In Thích 
Nhất Hạnh’s tradition, tăng thân, the sangha or the community of Buddhist practitioners, 
is critical for the process of healing and ethical cultivation. All of the mindfulness 
practices of the Plum Village, including mindful sitting, walking, singing, eating, and tea-
drinking, are designed to foster a powerful collective form of “being present for one 
another” (có mặt cho nhau). At the Temple of Wisdom, for example, the aforementioned 
meditation classes led by Ven. L for the group of 50 young people incorporated these 
mindful practices and managed to create a deep sense of connectedness among all 
members.  
 The meditation group began in September 2017, after the basic Buddhism course 
that I discussed in Chapter 1 had ended in August. Many members of the meditation 
group came from the basic Buddhism course, while others joined later upon 
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recommendation from these members. In the beginning, these meditation classes met 
twice a week, and they entailed a 30-45-minute meditation session that was followed by a 
Dharma talk and discussion led by the Venerable. The classes combined sitting 
meditation with other mindfulness practices from the Plum Village, including mindful 
singing and mindful tea-drinking. In late October, Ven. L announced that he would take a 
short period of absence from the Temple of Wisdom’s activities to retreat to a mountain 
temple, two hours away from Ho Chi Minh City, to focus on his meditation practice. 
Instead of being present at the Temple of Wisdom every day, the Venerable only came 
down from the mountain during the weekend to assist with the temple’s retreat activities 
and to run one meditation class. Surprisingly, the group continued to meet during the 
week to practice mindfulness meditation together, even without the Venerable. While 
only around 20 group members showed up for the meditation session during the week, 
they congregated rather consistently week after week to make me wonder why.  
 When I conducted a group interview with some of these members during one of 
the group meetings during the week, Thanh, an office manager in her early thirties, 
suggested an answer:  
I have never been a member of a tăng thân before. I didn’t even know what that term 
means until I started joining this group…But this group is special in that even without our 
teacher, we are still here for each other….Even with my groups of friends, sometimes we 
run out of things to say and the relationships fade. But this group, even when we have 
nothing to say, we still show up for each other…Our teacher once said to me that many 
people search for him because they are in so much suffering. But he alone could not help 
them all, so he wanted a group that can help by giving supporting energy. At that time, I 
didn’t know what “supporting energy” means. I didn’t know what I need to do. I only 
knew then that I have time and I want to help others. He then said that we do not need to 
do anything, but to be present for one another…But the longer I stay in the group,…the 
more comfortable my life becomes, especially when I confront with challenges in my 
work. I still face challenges every day, but the way that I react to them has changed… 
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Every time I come to the class, everyone is very kind to one another…When our teacher 
began to retreat to the mountain, I developed a feeling that I would like the group to 
continue.  
 
Pagis, in her analysis of vipassanā meditation, suggests that meditation 
“represents a hard, concentrated effort, accomplished with the help of others, to stay 
away from the self as seen by others” (2019: 11). It is through shifting attention to the 
minute details of the bodily experience that, Pagis argues, one finds “an affirmation of 
existence that is not dependent on relations or interactions with others.” Similarly, the 
meditation group at the Temple of Wisdom offers Thanh and other members an 
opportunity to temporarily bracket their “social selves” and focus on their “being 
together” in the present moment. Drawing on the work of Alfred Schutz, Pagis proposes 
that the vipassanā meditation hall and retreat constitute a silent “community of space and 
time” that is built on the sharing of what Schutz refers to as “Here and Now” (Pagis 
2019: 52; Schutz 1972: 142). In the tradition of Thích Nhất Hạnh’s mindfulness 
practices, I want to add that silent sitting meditation is only one modality of being 
together. When members of the meditation group at the Temple of Wisdom sang Plum 
Village’s songs or performed mindful eating together, they similarly entered into a 
community of the “Here and Now.” In the formulation of the Plum Village, this 
community is a markedly therapeutic one: being there together and joining in 
mindfulness practices are understood as complete attunement to and accepting of the 
others without judgements. Being there fully and together in the present moment, in other 
words, becomes a modality of ethical engagement.  
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From both the story of Thu and the discussion of the meditation group at the 
Temple of Wisdom, one can see that many young people in Ho Chi Minh City grow 
attracted to mindfulness practices not simply because they look for ways to cope with the 
stresses and pressures of their family and professional lives. They also strive to foster a 
community of socio-emotional support and a sense of happiness that are predicated on 
Buddhist notions of non-judgmental loving-kindness and compassion, a “being there for 
one another” completely and fully in the present moment. What socio-cultural and 
political implications do such visions of happiness and community have then in late-
socialist Vietnam?   
In a recent book chapter, Oscar Salemink and Nguyễn Tuấn Anh show that the 
concept of hạnh phúc, or happiness, in Vietnam “does tend to have collectivist—
especially familial—connotations that are deeply (but not exclusively) imbued with neo-
Confucian notions of family continuity and filial piety” (2019: 214). While the 
Vietnamese state has adopted various frames to conceptualize happiness, including 
happiness as the “sacrifice of the interest of the family over the interest of the nation” or 
more recently, the measurement of happiness using indicators popular in the development 
circle (cf. Davies 2015; Walker and Kavedžija 2015), Salemink and Nguyễn argue that 
the popular understanding of happiness still derives “its meaning as a moment in a chain 
of connected generations of kin-related people—dead and alive, in past, present and 
future, under a sacred canopy” (2019: 210). Hạnh phúc can be found in moments of one’s 
marriage, of one’s having children to continue the lineage, of the success of one’s 
children, and of one’s caring for parents and ancestors. At the same time, similar to the 
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case of China (Stafford 2015), Salemink and Nguyễn argue that changes are occurring as 
young people “pursue more individualistic life projects that might clash with the cultural 
ideal of filial piety” (2019: 215).  
With the popularization of mindfulness meditation and therapeutic Buddhism, I 
argue that hạnh phúc is taking on another new meaning, particularly among young 
Buddhists. Happiness, within the Buddhist framework, is in the present “here and now.” 
At the level of the individuals, it is a sense of inner peace and equanimity derived from 
the practice of non-attachment to conventions, emotions, ideas about the self, etc. At the 
community and societal level, this sense of equanimity translates to a kind of non-
judgmental, all-embracing loving-kindness and compassion. In this framework, filial 
piety does not disappear. As evidenced by Thích Nhất Hạnh’s usage of the idioms of 
family and ancestors, the concern over the welfare of the family is still there. However, as 
the advice of Ven. L given to Oanh, the young woman in her twenties with a drunken 
father, shows, one brings happiness to the family not by giving birth to children to 
continue the lineage or by accumulating wealth, but rather by being fully present to care 
for and to become a “safe refuge” for other family members. Of course, this ideal vision 
is not easy to achieve. Cultivating inner peace and non-judgmental loving-kindness is 
difficult when young people have to navigate the demands of families and the market 
economy, as well as increasing socio-economic competition and fragmentation (Taylor 
2004b). As Thu’s experiences suggest, happiness, in the Buddhist framework, becomes 
an unfolding project of virtuous cultivation: one needs to continuously remember to turn 
inward, to breathe, and to embrace.  
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It is important to note, however, that the rise of mindfulness meditation and 
therapeutic Buddhism is situated within the landscape of late-socialist urban socio-
economic inequality. Beyond the confines of Buddhist temples (and even within those 
confines), mindfulness might perpetuate class distinctions. The emerging form of 
therapeutic Buddhism, in its different articulations, has been adopted by businesses, 
private schools, and universities. In these settings, lay Buddhist intellectuals are those 
who are mainly responsible for bringing therapeutic Buddhism to professionals, 
educators, and students, who might not be regular temple-goers. These Buddhist 
intellectuals are often successful businesspeople who have practiced meditation for a 
substantial period of time and participated in meditation retreats abroad, either at the 
Plum Village in Thailand or at vipassanā meditation centers in Burma. It is interesting to 
note that many business owners will either encourage their current employees to attend 
meditation retreats, especially the ten-day vipassanā one, or look to hire young people 
who have had experiences learning and practicing meditation. The underlying assumption 
is that if one knows how to meditate, one knows how to manage one’s emotions, to be 
more focused at work, and to contribute to building a more harmonious workplace. 
Experiences in meditation then become almost like a “job qualification,” and one’s 
participation in a ten-day vipassanā meditation retreat can index pious middle-class-ness.   
Similarly, many teachers and educators whom I met have expressed an interest in 
incorporating meditation and mindfulness practices into their classrooms. These 
educators perceive meditation as the necessary method for youth to build psychological 
resilience and as the necessary corrective to the tendencies among Vietnamese schools 
 202 
 
   
 
and parents to overemphasize academic achievements and neglect emotional education. 
This perspective exemplifies a critique commonly shared among parents, educators, and 
social workers I had met in Ho Chi Minh City about the failure of the late-socialist 
educational institutions to equip young people with the moral compass and the emotional 
capabilities to navigate the turbulent market economy.  
While the Vietnamese state continues to have reservations about Thích Nhất 
Hạnh’s Plum Village Order, primarily because it is an independent international order 
that is not subjected to the state’s law on religious governance, it has not prevented or 
banned the circulation of Thích Nhất Hạnh’s books and the religious practices of Plum 
Village in Buddhist temples affiliated with the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha. Even though 
therapeutic Buddhism and meditation practices rely on inward-introspection, as they 
become popularized both within and beyond the temple space, I argue that they do 
provide young people with a model of socio-political engagement. To consider the 
implications that urban therapeutic Buddhism has on the politics of life in contemporary 
Ho Chi Minh City, I propose to investigate them through the lens of time.  
Erik Harms in Saigon’s Edge (2011) shows how social actors’ experience of time 
in Ho Chi Minh City is framed by a temporal oscillation that valorizes both the pre-
Communist past and the Party’s promise of future development and progress. Residents 
of the city experience temporal shifts as they move from one area to another, seeing the 
progress from “backward” rural places to “developed” urban locales. As Harms argues, 
temporal oscillation does not simply occur in the realm of ideas; rather, it is performed 
and embodied in one’s everyday actions and negotiations (2011: 119). For a migrant like 
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Thu, for example, this shift is real as she constantly aspires for an urban “middle-class” 
lifestyle while being fully aware of the disadvantages she has as a person growing up in a 
rural fishing village in central Vietnam. In a social context where the past and the future 
figure prominently in social experiences and imagination, what is left of the present? 
How is the Buddhist emphasis on the present situated within the daily temporal 
oscillation that Harms proposes? In the Buddhist conception of time, the present moment 
is powerful. As the past is no longer here, the future is yet to come, only the present is 
what is available for people to control. As such, the Buddhist philosophy of “taking 
refuge in the present” as espoused by the abbot, Ven. L, and Bhikkhu T promotes a form 
of personhood that is neither attached to the nostalgia of the past nor deluded by an 
imaginary future that is yet to actualize. Rather, happiness lies in the present, and a happy 
person dwells fully in the present and accepts what is, rather than what could have been 
and what will be.  
What this Buddhist emphasis on the present provides is a present-centric vision of 
political life. Saigonese, both young and old, often talk about what could have been, had 
the Republic of South Vietnam not collapsed in 1975. Saigon could have continued to 
develop as the “pearl of the Orient,” outpacing Thailand and South Korea in its social and 
economic development (see Harms 2011: 108-109 for an account of such a sentiment). 
While young people represent the future of the country, the current generation, troubled 
by mental health issues and other socio-economic challenges, is seen by many as a 
testimony to the failure of the public educational system to prepare them for the 
challenges of the market economy. Buddhist monastics in Ho Chi Minh City do not 
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dispute the shortcomings of the present, and they acknowledge them. But they encourage 
lay Buddhists to accept the present and refocus their energy on creating social changes in 
the present moment, rather than lamenting about the past or imagining an alternative 
future.  
Mindfulness itself then can be a form of social activism because, as the abbot 
suggested in a Dharma talk, those who focus on the present live responsibly and are fully 
aware of their actions, decisions, and thoughts. A mindful person, as Ven. L and Bhikkhu 
T proposed in their teachings, has the ability to bring a peaceful energy to others, thus 
creating a community of people who care about social well-being. Therapeutic Buddhism 
and its mindfulness practices, in other words, do not promote an overt “critique” of the 
state. Rather, the political dimensions of the practices lie in the project of ethical 
cultivation through which mindful Buddhist subjects and communities, critical of and at 
times resistant to late-socialist market imperatives, are fostered (cf. Mahmood 2005: 35).  
 
Conclusion 
 In this chapter, I have examined the recent rise of vipassanā meditation and Thích 
Nhất Hạnh’s mindfulness practices among young Buddhists in Ho Chi Minh City. While 
the Temple of Wisdom is one temple that has been a strong proponent of mindfulness 
practices, the chapter has shown that the popularization of therapeutic Buddhism and 
meditation in Vietnam emerges out of a concatenation of different socio-cultural and 
religious developments. The heightened public interest in psychology and the state’s 
efforts to document and improve mental health conditions among youth contribute 
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significantly to the spread of Buddhist meditation in many circles. Buddhist monastics 
and lay Buddhist educators have actively engaged with Western psychology and 
combined it with meditation practices to fashion different articulations of therapeutic 
Buddhism. Central to these understandings of therapeutic Buddhism is a universalizing 
model of human psychology, in which mental illnesses and emotional problems are 
caused by an unstable tâm, heart-mind, that gets attached and driven by strong emotions 
and unwholesome tendencies of greed, anger, and delusion. Vipassanā meditation and 
Thích Nhất Hạnh’s mindfulness practices thus provide the methods for practitioners to 
non-judgmentally observe the transitory nature of bodily sensations, of human thoughts 
and emotions, and thus allow them to let go. Different from the Western model of 
mindfulness-based therapy, however, therapeutic Buddhism in Vietnam not only posits 
the necessity of a moral community for the process of healing and ethical cultivation, but 
also embeds meditation practices within Buddhist ethical and Vietnamese cultural 
traditions.  
 As the story of Thu above suggests, mindfulness meditation is not a neutral 
technique of the self; rather, it can be an intensely personal experience that requires the 
practitioner to confront the past and reconfigure his/her ethical relationships with the self 
and others. Gender expectations and class inequality also play an essential role in the 
practitioner’s journey of healing and ethical cultivation. In engendering a mindful 
Buddhist subjectivity and community, predicated on the Buddhist understanding of 
loving-kindness and compassion, therapeutic Buddhism promotes a present-centric vision 
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of happiness and political engagement, one that can come in tension with the notion of 















































THE ART OF BUDDHIST VOLUNTARY SERVICES  
AND LATE-SOCIALIST ETHICAL CITIZENSHIP 
 
 
It was getting closer to midnight on a Monday in late 2017, and a group of us 
fifteen volunteers from the Temple of Wisdom were still putting souvenirs in gift bags to 
prepare for an important Buddhist event. A historic Buddhist temple in the city had been 
recently renovated. The next day would be the temple’s re-inauguration, and the Sangha 
was organizing a one-day congress to celebrate the auspicious event. Leading up to the 
Tuesday main event, the Sangha had organized a series of Buddhist religious and 
cultural activities, including a Buddhist cultural performance earlier that Monday with 
attendance by members of the press, local officials, and the general public.  
One week before the events, the Temple of Wisdom issued a call for volunteers on 
its website and Facebook pages and circulated a Google sign-up page for people to 
register their interest and availability. Over 100 volunteers, predominantly young 
Buddhists, registered to help. Wearing the temple’s signature orange volunteer uniforms, 
many of these volunteers had shown up a couple of days before the performance on 
Monday and the congress on Tuesday, and spent roughly five hours each day to sweep 
the temple’s conference hall, set up the performance stage, and move tables and chairs 
down flights of stairs.  
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On that Monday night, after many hours of physical work, arranging the gift bags 
was our last task. It would not have taken us that late into the night to finish putting 
together roughly 200 gift bags, if it had not been for a slight miscommunication 
regarding how the souvenirs should be arranged. One quarter through the task, a 
Buddhist monk came into the hall to do a final check and informed us that we need to 
rearrange the souvenirs in the bags because they were in the “wrong order.” All the 
while, the local police and their security taskforce were waiting anxiously for us to finish 
our preparation. Per formal procedures, before the important event of this scale, the 
local taskforce needed to scan the place for explosives and other potentially harmful 
substances before locking up the place and sticking security seals on all of the entrances 
and exits. Many of the volunteers had gone back home at this point since it was getting 
quite late.  
As the few remaining volunteers and I tried our best to finish the packing of the 
gift bags, the policemen and the local security, out of either impatience or sympathy, 
began to help us speed up the process. To me, it was quite a sight: local policemen and 
security forces in their green uniforms, as agents of the Communist state, and lay 
Buddhist volunteers chatted animatedly as they joined hands to complete our last 
assigned tasks of the day for the important Buddhist event. By 12:30 am, all of the gift 
bags and the final security check were done, and us volunteers thanked the policemen for 
their help and bid them goodbye.  
Throughout the course of my fieldwork, volunteering activities like the one 
described in the above vignette are particularly popular among young lay Buddhists. The 
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Temple of Wisdom is one of the few temples in Ho Chi Minh City that regularly recruits 
young people to support various Buddhist programs and events, both within its confines 
and beyond. At the temple, volunteering activities are referred to as phụng sự (voluntary 
services), and volunteers are called phụng sự viên (people who perform voluntary 
services). While volunteering work in most Buddhist temples in Vietnam, typically in the 
form of cleaning the temple, cooking food for monks and nuns, and donation, is referred 
to as công quả (meritorious work; lit. công: labor; quả: fruit), the Temple of Wisdom, in 
using phụng sự, draws on a different system of ethical discourses and management to 
organize and recognize the voluntary work performed by lay Buddhists. The vignette 
above highlights three particular dimensions of an emergent form of Buddhist 
volunteerism in Ho Chi Minh City that I will unpack in this chapter: the use of modern 
management and accounting techniques to regulate Buddhist volunteerism; the 
cultivation of proper voluntary dispositions and how such dispositions come into tension 
with different structures of social and religious hierarchy; and the relationship between 
the ethics of phụng sự and state’s late-socialist regime of social welfare and discourses of 
“societization” (xã hội hóa).    
In this chapter, I approach Buddhist volunteerism as the third dimension of the 
emerging youth-oriented Buddhism in Ho Chi Minh City. If the first two dimensions, the 
reformulation of Buddhist knowledge and the cultivation of mindfulness, represent an 
endeavor to shape a new Buddhist subjectivity, Buddhist voluntary activities and 
programs are sites where one gets to see the new Vietnamese Buddhists in action as they 
attempt to apply their Buddhist knowledge and emotional training. It is also in Buddhist 
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volunteerism, I argue, that one can see the challenges and limitations of the Buddhist 
discourses of “loving-kindness” and “non-self.” While voluntary services are, for the 
most part, seen as essential to Buddhist ethical cultivation, there are many occasions 
when the boundaries between volunteerism and labor are blurred and can engender 
serious tensions among the volunteers.  
To understand the phụng sự programs promoted by the Temple of Wisdom, I will 
first situate these voluntary service activities in the history and formulation of “engaged 
Buddhism” in South Vietnam. As I will show, monastics and lay Buddhists at the Temple 
of Wisdom draw much inspiration from the war-time “engaged Buddhism” movement, 
particularly as it was articulated by the famous Vietnamese Zen monk Thích Nhất Hạnh. 
I will then discuss the system of discourses and management surrounding the temple’s 
voluntary service programs and analyze how such an emerging form of Buddhist 
volunteerism differs from the conventional framing of Buddhist công quả, or meritorious 
work, and từ thiện, or charity. Drawing on a few ethnographic episodes of youth 
voluntary services that I had participated in, helped manage, and heard from long-time 
volunteers, I will show how phụng sự entails complex negotiation of different ethical 
regimes, particularly as the tensions between volunteerism and free labor, between 
willingness and toleration, and between the Buddhist spirit of equality and socio-religious 
hierarchy. Finally, I will reflect on how the Temple of Wisdom, with its social 
engagement programs, reshapes, challenges, but also perpetuates, late-socialist regime of 




   
 
Legacies of Vietnamese Engaged Buddhism 
As Sallie King observes in her study, “engaged Buddhism” is not a “centralized” 
movement that is defined either by geography or by sect. Rather, it is “defined and 
unified by the intention of Buddhists of whatever sect to apply the values and teachings 
of Buddhism to the problems of society in a nonviolent way, motivated by concern for 
the welfare others and as an expression of their own Buddhist practices” (King 2009: 2). 
While one can trace the ethical and philosophical underpinnings of engaged Buddhism all 
the way back to the historical Buddha himself, engaged Buddhism, King argues, is a 
modern phenomenon that emerges out of twentieth-century Asia and takes its inspiration 
from modern forms of social, political, and economic governance, as well as the model of 
nonviolent social engagement of Mahatma Gandhi (2009: 2).  
In the context of Vietnamese Buddhism, the gloss term “engaged Buddhism” is an 
English translation for a variety of terms and articulations of how Buddhism can be 
applied to social and political life. The Vietnam Buddhist Revival of the 1920s that I 
recounted in brief in Chapter 1 took inspiration from the Chinese reformist Master 
Taixu’s vision of renjian fojiao, or “Buddhism for this world,” which was translated by 
Vietnamese Buddhist reformers as nhân gian phật giáo in the Buddhist journal Đuốc Tuệ 
(Torch of Wisdom) in 1937 (DeVido 2009: 435). In this articulation, engaged Buddhism 
was aimed at propagating the Buddha’s messages of compassion, egalitarianism, and thus 
establishing the Pure Land on this earth. As discussed in Chapter 2, this vision was 
realized in the organization of public lectures on Buddhism, the establishment of 
Buddhist institutes for monks and lay Buddhists, the publication of Buddhist journals and 
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materials, as well as the founding of hospitals and other charitable projects (Phạm Tài 
Luyện 1932: 18-20, cited in DeVido 2009: 436).  
The reformist vision of the 1920s, to a great extent, laid the foundation for Thích 
Nhất Hạnh’s writing on engaged Buddhism in the 1960s at the height of the Vietnam War 
and the Buddhist Crisis of 1963. In 1963, after having studied the philosophy of religion 
at Princeton University and briefly at Columbia University in 1961 (Quinn-Judge 2017: 
92-93), Thích Nhất Hạnh returned to Vietnam and one year later, in 1964, published an 
influential book in which he articulated his vision for engaged Buddhism. In this book, 
Đạo Phật đi vào cuộc đời (lit. “Buddhism enters into life”), or first translated into English 
in 1965 by Trinh Van Du as Engaged Buddhism,69 Thích Nhất Hạnh proposed a 
comprehensive plan for how Buddhist institutions and lay Buddhists can bring Buddhism 
to alleviate and solve the social, economic, and political sufferings of war-torn Vietnam. 
Within the first few pages, Thích Nhất Hạnh recognized that even the phrase “engaged 
Buddhism” is problematic because it gives the impression that “Buddhism is outside of 
life and thus it needs to be brought into life” (1964: 11; my translation). Rather, 
Buddhism, he argued, had always been a part of life as it was born out of, nurtured by, 
and continued to exist because of life. However, due to our inept ability to express 
Buddhism, we failed to see the “true nature of Buddhism,” and only the dead and dry 
forms of Buddhism are left. He went on to propose:  
 
69 DeVido observes that the deliberate usage of the words, “engage” and “Engaged Buddhism,” might have 
reflected the interest of Southern Vietnamese intellectuals and Buddhists in existentialism, particularly as 
talked about in the works of Sartre and Camus (2009: 436-437). See Gadkar-Wilcox (2014) for a detailed 
discussion of southern Vietnamese intellectuals’ engagements with existentialism, particularly as a critique 
of both Marxism in North Vietnam and American imperialism in South Vietnam.   
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Therefore, to engage Buddhism into life means to realize Buddhist principles in life, by 
methods which are suitable to real situations of life to transform it into a good and 
beautiful one. Only when Buddhist energies are clearly seen in every form of life, can we 
be able to say that Buddhism is really present in life. (Translation by Trinh Van Du in 
1965; cited in DeVido 2009: 437).  
 
With this vision of “engaged Buddhism,” Thích Nhất Hạnh developed the notion 
of Tiếp Hiện, or Inter-Being (tiếp: to receive, to be in touch with; hiện: to achieve, to 
make here and now) to designate his order of socially engaged monastics and lay 
Buddhists (DeVido 2009: 437). He contrasted his notion of tiếp hiện with thể nhập (thể: 
to express, to manifest; nhập: to penetrate, to embody). While monastics who practice thể 
nhập focus on continuous cultivation and embodiment of Buddhist ethics and virtues, 
those in the order of inter-being emphasize the practical application of Buddhist Dharma 
in daily life. These two approaches to Buddhism, however, are not distinct from or 
antagonistic to each other. As Thích Nhất Hạnh carefully noted, monastics and lay 
Buddhists of the inter-being order rely on the spiritual energy and wisdom of thể nhập 
monastics, and they have to retreat themselves to temples and monasteries for three 
months out of the year to recharge their energy and cultivate morally (1964: 26-27).70 
When the engaged Buddhists feel that their services to society are sufficient, they can 
focus their attention on more intensive cultivation.  
 
70 I take this to mean the period of summer retreats that are mandatory for all monastics. In the time of the 
historical Buddha, this period of retreat coincided with the beginning of the wet season, when long-distance 
traveling for the purpose of Dharma propagation grew difficult. This was also during the time when many 
insects, because of the rain, emerged from the ground, and monastics had to refrain from walking long-
distance to avoid accidental killings of these insects. In contemporary Vietnam, this period of summer 
retreats, an cư kiết hạ, lasting from mid-April to mid-July of the lunar calendar for Mahayana temples, and 
from mid-June to mid-September of the lunar calendar for Theravada temples, is still strictly observed by 
Vietnamese monastics.  
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Thích Nhất Hạnh’s formulation of the order of inter-being later took on an 
institutionalized form as the well-known School of Youth for Social Service (Trường 
Thanh Niên Phụng Sự Xã Hội).71 Originally established in 1964, the School of Youth for 
Social Service (SYSS) was not recognized as one of the faculties at the Vạn Hạnh 
Buddhist University, a university co-founded by Thích Nhất Hạnh himself, until 1965. 
By the time that the school received formal recognition by the Buddhist establishment, 
Thích Nhất Hạnh had developed two pilot projects for rural development in “villages”72 
near Saigon (Quinn-Judge 2017: 93). In addition to receiving formal training in 
sociology, psychology, education, and public health, monastics and lay Buddhist youth at 
SYSS learned to embody and bring Buddhist ethics into their services to the rural and 
poor communities. In another influential publication, Đạo Phật Hiện Đại Hóa 
(Actualized Buddhism), published in 1965, Thích Nhất Hạnh spelt out some of the 
necessary qualities of an engaged Buddhist youth.  
Young men and women will learn the Buddhist philosophy of action in order to truly bring 
Buddhism to life through the means of education, public health, and education. They need 
to learn and practice loving speech, cooperation, and beneficial actions;73 they need to 
perceive through the lens of the Four Noble Truth. They need to practice smiling, patience, 
and meditation. These factors determine their success. (1965a: 203; my translation)  
 
 
71 While I have not been able to determine exactly when the word “phụng sự” entered into the lexicon of 
Vietnamese Buddhism, Thích Nhất Hạnh appeared to be one of the first Buddhist monastics to have 
popularized the usage of this word.  
72 As Thích Nhất Hạnh discussed in the 1965 publication, the word “village” was used by him and his 
students to designate “rural neighborhoods whose livelihoods depend on agriculture and fishery” (1965: 
205).   
73 These qualities stem from the four methods by which bodhisattvas attract and appeal students espoused 
in the Mahayana sutras (Viet: tứ nhiếp pháp; Sanskrit: saṃgrahavastū). The four methods include: (1) 
generosity (dāna), (2) kind words (priyavādita), (3) helpfulness, viz., teaching others to fulfill their aims 
(arthacaryā), and (4) acting in accordance with one’s own teachings, viz., consistency between words and 




   
 
Thích Nhất Hạnh translated these qualities into a program of action that 
underlined his projects for rural development. Instead of youth coming to villages to do 
services “in the name of Buddhism” (danh nghĩa đạo Phật), they performed services with 
the “spirit of Buddhism” (tinh thần đạo Phật). Youth showed up at “villages” without 
professing that they were lay Buddhists, but simply began to interact and hang out with 
children in the area. After their third visits, these Buddhist youth would inquire about 
renting a simple place to avoid the hustle and bustle of Saigon and focus on studying for 
upcoming exams. During this time, they began hanging out with the children more, 
playing with them, taking care of them, tutoring them. As they developed close 
relationships with the children, adults would begin to warm up to them, and they could 
learn more about the needs of the local community. This knowledge allowed the Buddhist 
youth to bring the necessary medicine from Saigon to serve the local community, to rally 
support from members of the local community to turn the rental space into classrooms, 
into a school, and then into a cultural center. Different Buddhist youth visiting the 
“village” could bring with them specialized knowledge to help the community, ranging 
from medicine, law, and science. With this model, the last step was to instill a sense of 
communal responsibility where members of the village assist one another with problems 
and issues that they were facing. With this method, Thích Nhất Hạnh opined, the support 
and sacrifice of villagers towards a suffering household or individual were motivated not 
by coercion or obligation, but by loving-kindness and a sense of collective responsibility 
(1965a: 208).  
 216 
 
   
 
In a piece published on the official Plum Village website, the Buddhist order 
established by him while in exile in France (whose meditation programs are discussed in 
Chapter 3), Thích Nhất Hạnh reflected that the SYSS was established in “the spirit of 
non-waiting, non-reliance on the support of the government,” and that during the war, the 
SYSS was successful in training more than 10,000 engaged Buddhists.74 Despite these 
successes and the popularity of SYSS among Buddhist youth, as Sophie Quinn-Judge 
notes, by mid-1966, the SYSS was “disowned by the Buddhist hierarchy” (2017: 93). 
Quinn-Judge traces this severance of institutional support for the SYSS to the tension 
between different factions within the Buddhist Struggle Movement against the increasing 
American military intervention in South Vietnam in 1964, following the coup and 
assassination of Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963. Amidst the political turmoil of reconfiguring 
the South Vietnamese government in the aftermath of the coup, Buddhists were split 
between those who refrained from political engagement and those who were openly 
opposed to U.S. military intervention. While the former faction was led by Thích Tâm 
Châu, who was the head of the Society for the Propagation of the Dharma (Viện Hóa 
Đạo), the latter, including Thích Trí Quang and Thích Nhất Hạnh, was vocal in their 
critiques of the U.S. involvement. In June 1st, 1966, Thích Nhất Hạnh, with the invitation 
by Cornell University and the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), spoke at a press 
 
74 See the piece here: Thích Nhất Hạnh, “Dòng Tu Tiếp Hiện và Con Đường Phụng Sự” [The Order of 
Interbeing and the Path of Service],  Lang Mai website, accessed February 15, 2020, 
https://langmai.org/cong-tam-quan/dong-tu-tiep-hien/dong-tu-tiep-hien-va-con-duong-phung-su/. 
According to the site, the piece was compiled from a collection of Dharma talks given by Thích Nhất Hạnh 




   
 
conference in Washington D.C. where he communicated his peace proposal, asking the 
U.S. to limit the scope of its military activities and to provide aid for the reconstruction of 
Vietnam.75 Subsequent to this press conference, Thích Nhất Hạnh was declared traitor by 
the South Vietnam government. His supporters deemed his return dangerous and thus 
advised him to remain in exile. Back in Vietnam, Thích Minh Châu, the Dean of Vạn 
Hạnh University, ended the tie between the university and the SYSS, partially as the 
result of pressure from a U.S. foundation that donated $100,000 for the construction of a 
library at the university (Quinn-Judge 2017: 99-100). The SYSS continued to operate on 
donations from lay Buddhists and other organizations around the world raised by FOR, 
and its members played an essential role in providing relief to war-torn areas in southern 
Vietnam.  
Despite of their tumultuous existence during the Vietnam War, Thích Nhất 
Hạnh’s vision of engaged Buddhism and the SYSS have continued to inspire many of the 
Buddhist social engagement programs in Vietnam and abroad. As DeVido observes, 
Thích Nhất Hạnh’s engaged Buddhism, while sharing many similarities with Taixu’s 
earlier articulations of renjian fojiao, differs “in the instrumental sense of the terms” as it 
responds not only to the war context and the division of North and South Vietnam, but 
also to international “non-violence” struggles for social equality, peace, and justice 
 
75 The proposal included these following points: 1. The United States must officially announce its 
willingness to aid the Vietnamese people in acquiring a government that truly represents their desires; 2. 
The United States must immediately declare a total bombing halt; 3. The US Army must limit its actions to 
a purely defensive role; 4. The USA must demonstrate in a convincing fashion their intention to withdraw 
their troops at the end of a period to be determined; 5. The USA must offer aid for the reconstruction of 
Vietnam, free from any ideological or political preconditions (Quinn-Judge 2017: 99).  
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(2009: 439). Forty-five years had passed since the end of the Vietnam War, and Buddhist 
institutions in Ho Chi Minh City are situated within yet again a dramatically different 
socio-political and economic context. The tradition of “engaged Buddhism” continues to 
exist in Vietnam, but its forms and operation have to be adapted in response to market 
socialist imperatives and structure of post-war, late-socialist religious governance. I now 
turn to the case study of the Buddhist volunteering and social engagement programs at 
the Temple of Wisdom.  
 
Engaged Buddhism, Philanthropy, and Accountability 
Within the field of Buddhist philanthropy and volunteerism in contemporary 
Vietnam, one can encounter numerous Buddhist institutions and lay groups that are 
offering different forms of philanthropic goods and social services. Since the economic 
reforms of 1986, the Vietnamese state has retracted from the provision of many social 
welfare services, including the previous socialist model of universal healthcare and 
education (Luong 2003). As Jonathan London observes, a combination of “redistributive, 
neoliberal, and communist-corporatist principles” regulate Vietnam’s political economy 
and welfare regimes (2011: 77-78). While the state retains its support for specific social 
groups, including veterans and their family who contributed to the nation’s revolutionary 
cause, it has shifted much of the welfare responsibilities onto the individual families and 
construed the “family” as the site of primary care (Leshkowich 2012; Pashigian 2012; 
Pettus 2003; Pham 1998; Wisensale 1999). Along with this shift in welfare, the 
Vietnamese government in 1997 introduced a resolution that called for the “societization” 
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(xã hội hóa) of educational, medical, and cultural activities, a process that encouraged 
and allowed diverse social actors to contribute to and improve the “physical and 
spiritual” development of the people.76 With this policy, religious institutions in Vietnam 
have grown active in their involvement in the provision of social services, particularly in 
the three state-sanctioned domains of education, medicine, and culture. At the earlier 
stages of my fieldwork, before my involvement with the Temple of Wisdom intensified, I 
had observed different forms of philanthropic programs at various Buddhist institutions, 
including programs that offer care for orphans, the elderly, children with disabilities, and 
free health services for the poor. Similar to many of these Buddhist institutions, the 
Temple of Wisdom offers a range of social engagement programs and activities. What set 
the temple apart are the degree of professionalization of, the transnational scope of, and 
more importantly, the state’s involvement in many of its programs.  
 
The Compassionate Heart Foundation and “Industrialized Philanthropy”  
The volunteering and social engagement programs at the Temple of Wisdom are 
managed by its in-house non-profit organization, an organization that I will call the 
“Compassionate Heart Foundation.” According to the yearbook published by the 
foundation in 2016, the Compassionate Heart Foundation was first created by the abbot 
of the Temple of Wisdom as a charity association in 2000 upon his return from the Ph.D. 
 
76 For the full text of the resolution, see: Chính phủ Việt Nam [Government of Vietnam], “Nghị quyết số 
90-CP về phương hướng và chủ trương xã hội hóa các hoạt động giáo dục, y tế, văn hóa” [Government 
resolution No 90-CP on the direction and guidelines for the societization of educational, medical, and 
cultural activities], August 21, 1997, accessed February 15, 2020, 
https://moj.gov.vn/vbpq/lists/vn%20bn%20php%20lut/view_detail.aspx?itemid=8378    
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program in India. The charity organization then organized many charitable activities, 
including natural disaster relief, free eye surgery, as well as educational programs, such 
as the publication of Buddhist materials. In 2013, the charity association officially took 
on the status and organizational structure of a foundation. Instrumental to this 
transformation process was the financial patronage and management support of Ms. Hồng 
and Yến, the aunt-niece duo whom I introduced in Chapter 2. With Ms. Hồng’s extensive 
business connections and Yến’s knowledge of modern business management, they 
worked with the abbot and other patrons to realize the vision of a fully functional and 
professional Buddhist foundation.  
Since its establishment in 2013, the foundation has implemented an impressive 
range of programs and activities in three domains, including social services, educational 
development, and cultural propagation. Within the field of social services, the foundation 
has organized many charity trips that involve gift-giving and material supports for 
children, the poor, and the elderly, both in Vietnam and abroad. Additionally, it has 
mobilized monetary support to provide for those affected by natural disasters and to build 
infrastructure, such as bridges, roads, and classrooms for rural communities. Noticeably, 
the foundation has partnered with medical institutions in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi to 
organize blood drives and to encourage people to sign up for organ and body donations, a 
campaign that I will return later in the chapter. It has also worked with a local clinic to 




   
 
Besides social services, the foundation has invested much of its effort in Buddhist 
educational programs. Under the leadership of the abbot, the foundation has established a 
publication committee at the temple who is charge of editing and printing all of the 
temple’s Buddhist publications discussed in Chapter 2. It has also created scholarship 
programs for monastics who want to pursue graduate education abroad (most commonly, 
India) and for university students in the area. Since 2016, the foundation has supported 
the organization of the temple’s weekend retreats for lay Buddhists. Besides paying for 
meals distributed during the retreats, it has put in place a system to recruit and mobilize 
lay Buddhist volunteers to carry out the organizational and logistical tasks for the retreats. 
Relating to these Buddhist educational programs, the Compassionate Heart foundation 
has also sponsored many cultural programs to promote Vietnamese Buddhist arts and 
culture, including Buddhist art exhibitions, musical performances, and most recently, 
Buddhist marriage ceremonies.  
This rough sketch of the programs and activities managed and sponsored by the 
Compassionate Heart foundation shows that the foundation plays an essential role in the 
realization of the temple’s vision of modernist Buddhism. To a large extent, the 
foundation and its activities exemplify what Robert Weller and colleagues recently called 
“industrialized philanthropy” (2018: 2). In examining various forms of religious 
philanthropic organizations in Taiwan, China, and Malaysia, Weller and colleagues 
observe that since the 1980s, engaged religions in these societies have shared a 
convergence towards industrialized philanthropy. The term indicates three related 
phenomena: the dramatic increase in scale and scope of many religious philanthropic 
 222 
 
   
 
activities (in some cases, involving millions of people around the world); the increasing 
rationalization and bureaucratization of the production and distribution of philanthropic 
goods, often with the incorporation of new accounting methods, membership 
organization, the utilization of social media, and of relations with the state; and the 
construction of new sense of self rooted in transnational and cosmopolitan notions of 
universal goodness (Weller et al. 2018: 2). In the realm of Buddhism, the quintessential 
example of industrialized philanthropy is the Buddhist Compassion Relief Tzu Chi Merit 
Society, the largest Buddhist philanthropic association in Taiwan with branches in more 
than thirty countries (Huang 2009). While the Compassionate Heart foundation has yet to 
develop such a global reach (even though, as I will show, it is expanding to serve the 
Vietnamese Buddhist communities in Australia, southern Taiwan, and most recently, 
Korea), it shares many similarities with religious organizations like Tzu Chi in its 
management methods of Buddhist philanthropy and volunteering, as well as the forms 
and domains of social engagement.  
 
Sustainability, Accountability, and Transparency: Directed Charitable Giving and the 
Cultivation of Trust 
At the Compassionate Heart foundation, sustainability (bền vững), accountability 
(trung thực), and transparency (minh bạch) are important guiding principles. In its 
mission statement, the foundation contrasts its modern philanthropic approach to the 
“straw-mat rolling” (cuốn chiếu) method commonly employed by other Buddhist 
charitable organizations. With the “straw-mat rolling” method, an organization will 
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initiate, raise fund for, and implement one charitable project at a time. After one program 
has finished, the organization will move on to the next one at a later date. At the 
Compassionate Heart foundation, multiple programs are in operation at the same time, 
and each program is designed with the goals of it being implemented in a sustainable 
manner and of its budget being carefully calculated and accounted for. To achieve 
sustainability and accountability, the foundation has set up an NGO-like structure of 
governance, while cultivating a trusting reputation. 
The financial resources of the foundation derive mainly from monetary donations 
of the founding members and other lay Buddhists, with supplement from bank savings 
interests. In addition to its founding members, the foundation creates different tiers of 
membership, ranging from lifetime membership, sponsoring membership, annual 
membership, and voluntary membership. These tiers correspond with different amount of 
monetary donation, ranging from 100 million VND (4,300 USD) for lifetime 
membership, 20 million VND (870 USD) for sponsoring membership, 1 million VND 
(43 USD) for annual membership, to whatever amount one can give. Donations can be 
made in person at the temple’s office or via bank transfer, and donors can choose whether 
they want to donate to the general fund of the foundation or to support specific programs 
and activities. Upon making the donation, staff-members of the foundation will generate 
a beautifully-designed, printed certificate of donation for the donors, with their names, 
amount, and the specific programs to which they have selected to donate their money. At 
the end of every philanthropic program, as well as the end of the year, staff-members of 
the foundation have to compiled careful reports of the amount of money raised, the 
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names of donors and their donation amount, as well as of how the money was spent. 
These reports are freely accessible on the foundation’s website and also in its yearbook. 
The reporting of the foundation’s budget and its donation shares some resemblance to the 
practice of engraving donors’ names on “merit tablets” (bia công đức) at many religious 
temples in Vietnam (Soucy 2012: 146-147). The big difference here, of course, is that 
this recognition of meritorious donation and generosity is publicly visible on the Internet 
and can be easily updated, monitored, and kept tracked.  
This emphasis on sustainability, accountability, and transparency engenders a 
different framework of religious gifting, one that marries Buddhist ethical cultivation and 
merit-making through the means of directed or regulated charitable giving. Erica 
Bornstein, in her study of philanthropy in contemporary New Delhi, points out that there 
is a tension between disinterested philanthropic giving, that is giving without attachment, 
and the social obligation to find worthy recipients for the gift that has been intensified by 
the growth of NGOs and modern philanthropic organizations (2012: 20). Bornstein traces 
philanthropic giving in India to the tradition of dān (Sanskrit: dana) in which gifting to 
strangers, particularly to those in need, mendicants, and religious actors, as a form of 
religious obligation, is oriented by “liberation and renunciation from the material worlds” 
(2012: 28). Different from zakat in Islam that initiates solidarity between the rich and the 
poor, fosters an Islamic community, and fulfills Muslims’ duties to God (Kochuyt 2009; 
Mittermeier 2014), Bornstein argues that dān in Hinduism is not a reciprocal gift and 
does not create a reciprocal relationship between the givers and the receivers. In Vietnam, 
Buddhist charitable gifting (Viet: bố thí) draws on a similar articulation: gifting to 
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Buddhist monastics and those in need is an enactment of non-attachment and non-self, 
thus contributing to the cultivation of loving-kindness. At the same time, disinterested 
charitable gifting in Buddhism is connected to the discourse of merit-making. While 
Buddhist monastics might explain that the cultivation of non-attachment to materials is 
what ultimately contributes to the improvement in one’s personal life, lay Buddhists in 
Vietnam tend to have a much more instrumental understanding of charitable gifting. 
Charity creates good merits. The more one gives, the more merits and blessings one 
might receive in return (Soucy 2012: 131-132; also, Soucy 2012’s Chapter 4 on offerings 
and blessings).    
When I first started doing fieldwork at the Temple of Wisdom, I was struck by the 
serious lack of donation boxes (thùng công đức). Throughout the temple, there is only 
one donation box available, and it is next to the lone statue of Quan Âm in the outside 
courtyard. Whenever one wants to make a donation, one has to visit the temple’s office 
on the first floor where a monk or a staff member of the foundation will record the 
donation and issue a certificate of donation. While donors can choose to donate to the 
general fund, they are often asked if there are specific programs and activities to which 
they would like to contribute. At other Buddhist temples where donation boxes are 
available, lay Buddhists typically make donations quickly, quietly, and usually in small 
amount. Those donations are also anonymous since no one keeps track of who gives 
what. In cases where the temple runs a philanthropic organization, such as an orphanage 
or shelter for the elderly, donors can make donations at an office, but nobody will ask 
them how they would like the money to be used. The assumption is that monastics will 
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use them for the general upkeep of the temple and the organization as they see fit. 
Moreover, at most temples, monastics or lay staff members do not compile detailed 
expenditure reports and update donors how their money has been spent. As such, the 
Compassionate Heart foundation is drastically different in how it governs the flow of 
monetary donations by not only directing it to specific programs, causes, and social 
domains, but also keeping detailed reports of the fund.  
The foundation’s structure of funding governance, I argue, constitutes a middle-
class approach to ethical cultivation and merit-making through charitable gifting. By 
redirecting the monetary donations towards social services, education, and cultural 
promotion, the foundation preselects a set of worthy and meritorious causes. As Weller 
and colleagues argue, there is nothing natural about the notion of “doing good” as being 
limited to things like poverty relief, education, or medical care to needy strangers (2018: 
2). In China, Taiwan, Malaysia, and I am adding the case of Vietnam as well, such a 
notion and its institutional forms are products of economic growth, changing state 
policies regarding the role of social organizations, development in communication 
technology, and the global flow of organizational forms and management knowledge 
(ibid: 9). In contemporary Vietnam, infrastructure development, scholarship programs, 
disaster relief, and health services provision are considered good for society, not only 
because they respond to the state’s “societization” discourses and help fill specific state-
sanctioned gaps in late-socialist welfare provision, but also because their effectiveness 
can be accounted and measured. By emphasizing the sustainability, effectiveness, and 
transparency of its programs, the Compassionate Heart foundation gains a public 
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recognition for being a moral and trustworthy organization. Such a reputation is essential 
to the current success of the foundation in terms of not only its impact on the Vietnamese 
Buddhist community, but also, as I will show later in the chapter, its relationship to the 
Vietnamese state.  
The success of the foundation, it is important to note, is constituted not just by the 
foundation’s structure of governance alone, but also by the social relationships between 
the board of directors and donors. While the abbot, with his reputation as a learned and 
modern monk, attracts the support of many well-educated, middle-class Buddhists, the 
lay Buddhists who run the foundation capitalize on their business connections. In an 
interview that I had with Ms. Hồng, Yến’s aunt, I asked her how the foundation managed 
to attract donations from a large number of patrons, including many wealthy 
businesspeople. Ms. Hồng revealed that in the beginning, many donors were her personal 
friends, and she had mobilized the network to donate a large sum of money to establish 
the foundation. She attributed this success to her uy tín, or prestige. Ms. Hồng recounted 
that when she was growing up, her father used to constantly provide her with Buddhist 
moral instructions, and one of the lessons was not to steal or desire others’ possessions, 
even when someone was giving her a gift. Ms. Hồng took that lesson to heart, and she 
said she never found joy when being given gifts by anyone.  
 
I never take anything from anyone, and that is why I have a special uy tín. That is my 
perception. Even when someone gives me something precious, I still will not take it. So 
how can I steal people’s money? That is why this foundation is 100% transparent (minh 
bạch), whether people actually monitor it [via the reports] or not. That is why I am very 
confident (tự tin) when I do my work. It is not because I’m afraid of this person watching 
or that person monitoring that I refrain from doing something bad…I’m not afraid. 
People can see all of the reports online, and I’m still not afraid. I don’t fear people’s 
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suspicion that I’m cheating people millions of VND…I only do [charity] on their behalf. 
I’m not taking anything.  
 
Ms. Hồng’s attribution of her prestige to her childhood lessons in Buddhist ethics 
resonates with Leshkowich’s argument that for many female entrepreneurs in Vietnam, 
Buddhism allows them to cultivate a virtuous reputation that facilitates business 
relationships (2006: 298). As Ms. Hồng articulated above, her prestige as a trustworthy 
businesswoman who never takes anything from anyone translated into her ability to 
mobilize funding for the foundation. Along with other patrons, Ms. Hồng is often 
celebrated for her dedication to Buddhist educational and philanthropic works and 
recognized as one of the exemplary lay Buddhist figures at the temple.    
As I discussed in Chapter 2, one of the central modalities of lay Buddhist 
education at the Temple of Wisdom is what I refer to as “exemplar-focused education” in 
which a lay Buddhist figure becomes the model for Buddhist piety and inspires other lay 
Buddhists. Here, Ms. Hồng exemplifies the pious, accomplished, middle-class lay 
Buddhist who tirelessly works to support the spread of the Buddhist Dharma and 
Buddhist philanthropy, without desiring any benefits in return. With her prestige as a 
trustworthy businesswoman and her dedication to Buddhist philanthropic work, the 
exemplary figure of Ms. Hồng, I argue, communicates two messages to other lay 
Buddhists. On the one hand, while it is morally good to contribute to Buddhism, donating 
and contributing to the Compassionate Heart’s programs are especially meritorious 
because the foundation and its directors are virtuous and trustworthy. Donors and patrons 
should not be afraid that their money will be misused because, as Ms. Hồng exclaimed. 
She, and by extension the foundation, is “confident” in the transparency of their work. On 
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the other hand, Ms. Hồng’s tireless work and dedication to the Buddhist programs set the 
yard stick for how volunteers should perform and instantiate, what I will now turn to, the 
virtue of willingness.  
 
Willingness and Discontentment:  
Voluntary Services, Labor, and Negotiating Loving-Kindness 
Voluntary Services as Buddhist Ethical Cultivation 
As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, voluntary work at the Temple of 
Wisdom is referred to as phụng sự (Chinese: 奉事), or voluntary services, and the people 
who perform services, phụng sự viên.77 When I first started conducting fieldwork at the 
temple, the term struck me as odd. At other Buddhist temples, when lay Buddhists 
volunteer to help out with the upkeep of the temple, such as cleaning and sweeping the 
worship hall, cooking vegetarian food for monastics, or arranging tables and chairs for 
Buddhist events, they typically refer to this voluntary activities as công quả, or 
meritorious work (công: work; deeds; quả: fruit; “work/deeds that bear fruit”; Chinese: 功
果). Even though most lay Buddhists will say that doing meritorious work makes them 
feel good or happy, the term công quả itself frames the voluntary activities as a method 
 
77 Another word for volunteers commonly used in contemporary Vietnam is tình nguyện viên, which 
corresponds to the Chinese word 志愿者. As I have documented above, the word “phụng sự” has been used 
by Thích Nhất Hạnh in the 1960s to talk about his vision for engaged Buddhism. The continued usage of 
phụng sự at the Temple of Wisdom signifies, to a certain extent, the impact of Thích Nhất Hanh’s vision on 




   
 
of merit-making. Phụng sự, on the other hand, only communicates doing services for 
someone or working for a good cause. Rather than being motivated by merit-making, the 
work of phụng sự at the Temple of Wisdom is predicated on the cultivation and 
embodiment of hoan hỉ.  
The word “hoan hỉ,” from the Chinese 欢喜, denotes a sense of joy, merriment, 
and delight. In the context of voluntary services at the Temple of Wisdom, I heard this 
word used most often to encourage the volunteers to do something that normally will be 
difficult or create discomfort. In the vignette that opened this chapter, for example, when 
the volunteers and I had to stay back real late at night to finish preparing gift bags for the 
Buddhist event, one of the monastics present asked the local police and the security 
taskforce to be hoan hỉ and to wait for us to finish our task. Ms. Hồng, in some of her 
negotiations with patrons or donors, would ask them to be hoan hỉ and to either volunteer 
their time or to donate more money to help out with the organizing of various Buddhist 
programs. In these cases, when one is hoan hỉ, one is willing to put in more effort or 
more resources to help actualize something. To be hoan hỉ, in other cases, also means to 
willingly accept and make peace with criticisms or unwanted results. When mistakes are 
made and conflicts arise among volunteers, for example, the abbot and Ms. Hồng will 
remind people to be hoan hỉ, to come to terms with the problem, to let go of their egos, 
and to forgive one another. The disposition of hoan hỉ, within the context of Buddhism, is 




   
 
Voluntary services at the Temple of Wisdom, in short, build upon, and enforce, 
the volunteers’ cultivation of a joyful disposition, willingness to serve others, acceptance 
of difficulty, and detachment from their egos. Within this framework, there is a striving 
for a kind of egalitarianism and openness to the community of volunteers. Ideally, 
Buddhist volunteerism is open to all people who want to contribute, and all volunteers 
should be on equal footing, that is, they all share the status of volunteers, and each person 
is doing his/her part to ensure the success of various Buddhist programs. The creation of 
an open Buddhist community of joyful and loving volunteers begins with a mundane 
item: the orange volunteer uniform.  
As I learned in the early stages of my involvement with the temple, it was quite 
easy to obtain the orange uniform and to become a volunteer. Similar to most temples in 
Vietnam, one became a volunteer simply by asking, as the following excerpt from my 
fieldnote shows:  
After having participated in a few retreats, I went to the Temple of Wisdom to 
observe a blood donation event on a Saturday. Blood donation was one of the more 
popular public health programs at the temple, and it was organized quite frequently. I 
arrived at the donation event, not with the intention to donate blood, but because I wanted 
to see if there was anything I could help out with. When I arrived, a group of 10-15 
volunteers were already there. I asked whether I could assist with anything, but the 
volunteers said that they had enough people helping with the blood donation. Instead, 
they suggested I go to the kitchen to help with the cooking for the retreat the day after. 
Upon offering my assistance in the kitchen, the main cook of the kitchen suggested that I 
clean up some passion fruits and some carrots. I brought two big bags of passion fruits to 
the sink area next to the kitchen. The kitchen was rather large, clean, and well-
illuminated with neon lights. As I was cleaning, a woman in the orange uniform walked 
in and commented that it is a good deed that I was doing. She urged me to take a break 
and get a drink from her station where she was served coffee and sweet juices. As she 
was serving a glass of sweet drink, she asked if I had registered to be a volunteer. I said 
no. “You should, so you can get an orange shirt like this,” she insisted. She then showed 
me to the office where I could do the formal registration and receive the orange shirt.  
The well-lit office belonged to the Compassionate Heart foundation. When I went 
inside, there were two staff members and one woman in her late thirties. The woman was 
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signing up to be a volunteer as well. I told the male staff that I wanted to sign up to be a 
volunteer, and he instructed us to wait in the office while he went to get the orange shirts. 
I chatted with the woman a bit. She lived close to the temple, and she had known this 
temple before it was renovated and built anew. She typically went to the temple closer to 
her home. Having engaged in Buddhist practices for some time, she enjoyed the chanting 
and prostration. She had also been attending basic Buddhist classes in the afternoon at 
other temples whenever she found the time. She said that even though she had practiced 
Buddhism for a while, she still did not have a good grasp of the teachings (mông 
lung). She had a business at home selling medical products to clinics and hospitals, so her 
schedule could be unpredictable and hectic. Moreover, she confessed that she is the kind 
of person who liked to đi chơi (go play): if her friends asked her to go grab a coffee or to 
go out and eat, she would abandon everything to go with them. As such, one reason why 
she wanted to sign up to be a volunteer was so that she could force herself into a regular 
schedule of working and being at the temple (ép mình vào khuôn khổ). A few minutes 
after, the male staff came back with a big bag of shirts, and he gave us each an orange 
volunteer shirt. I asked if I needed to fill in any registration form, and the staff directed 
me to the welcoming guest room close to the entrance of the temple. There, I saw one of 
the younger monks who was the M.C. for the youth retreats. He gave me a form, asked 
me to fill out the information, and instructed that I should add myself to the temple’s 
Facebook group for volunteers where the temple would post a calling for help whenever 
they needed people to help out. 
 
Three things are worth noting from this ethnographic episode. While Buddhist 
volunteerism in Ho Chi Minh City is generally characterized by a marked degree of open-
ness to strangers, evidenced in the episode above in how I was able to start volunteering 
almost right away, it is also being linked to specific institutional and collective 
formations. Even though I could have continued volunteering as an “unregistered” 
volunteer in the vignette above, the volunteer’s insistence that I should get registered 
signifies that becoming a member of a volunteering collective is good and desirable. This 
point was reified by the linkage that the woman in her late thirty made between 
volunteering and ethical cultivation. As she expressed above, volunteering at the Temple 
of Wisdom was not just about temporarily fulfilling one’s impulse of good-will; it was 
about “forcing” oneself to follow the schedule and structure of a Buddhist community. 
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Such a form of participation was virtuous to the woman because it allowed her to refrain 
from going out and having fun all the time, a sentiment that I had heard from other young 
volunteers as well. 
Contrary to many Buddhist temples in Vietnam, at the Temple of Wisdom and the 
Compassionate Heart foundation, Buddhist volunteerism is managed with a careful 
structure of governance. As my fieldnote above shows, to officially become a volunteer, 
one has to fill out a registration form that asks for one’s full name, Dharma name, contact 
information, as well as when one is generally available for voluntary services. In addition 
to the regular voluntary activities at the temple to assist with the weekend retreats, blood 
drives, and special events, the temple and the foundation often issue calls for new 
volunteers on their Facebook pages, particularly when there are important city-wide or 
nation-wide Buddhist events similar to the one recounted at the beginning of the chapter. 
These online calls for volunteers usually include a Google sign-up page where potential 
volunteers can enter their names, contact information, and time availability. Having 
helped the foundation’s coordinate volunteer’s activities for a couple of important 
Buddhist events and conferences during my fieldwork, I can attest to the effectiveness of 
the foundation in mobilizing volunteers. For each of these events, for example, the 
foundation could easily receive anywhere between 300 to 500 registration for voluntary 
services. These systems were originally set up by Yến, Ms. Hồng’s niece, whose 
knowledge of business management acquired from abroad and technological savviness 
allowed her to develop the foundation’s system of management. She was also the one 
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who proposed the orange color for the temple’s uniform, a decision, as she revealed to 
me in our interview, based on her study of marketing psychology.  
Many volunteers enjoy the thoughtful organization of the voluntary activities at 
the temple. Going back to the ethnographic episode that I recounted above, after having 
registered to officially become an orange-uniformed volunteer, I returned to my work of 
washing passion fruits and carrots. After a few minutes of doing this alone, a woman 
came over to help me, saying that it will help speeding up the process if there are more 
than one people working on this. As she was helping me cleaning the carrots, we engaged 
in a conversation about her volunteer work at the temple. Originally from the North, the 
elderly woman was 67, and she only started coming to the temple roughly in 2016. The 
temple was close enough to her home that she could volunteer at the temple mostly on the 
weekends. I asked her if she usually goes to Buddhist temples, and she said no, because 
she never had time to before trying to take care of her grandchildren while the parents 
were away working. Only recently did she start coming to the temple because she wanted 
to find a place where she could socialize with people. The elderly woman liked the 
Temple of Wisdom because it was well-organized: the volunteer work was clearly 
distributed; everyone had to register; and there was generally a lot of work to be done 
especially on weekends when they needed to prepare for the weekend retreats. She said 
that it was good that I started going to the temple and doing volunteer work here because 
it is important to learn not only how to calm your tâm, but also how to work with others 
and reduce your ego.  
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The woman’s discussion of how orderly everything was at the Temple of 
Wisdom’s kitchen serves as a contrast to an observation that Thu, whose life story I 
discussed in Chapter 3, made about other temple spaces where she had volunteered. In 
one of our conversations, Thu mentioned that the temple’s kitchen space is where one can 
really see whether lay Buddhists at that temple are serious about ethical cultivation. In 
many cases, the kitchen is where lay Buddhists, often women, compete with one another 
over who have volunteered longer, who can do more meritorious work, and who can care 
for the monastic sangha better. Since at most temples, there are no weekend retreats 
attended by hundreds of people, so most of the meritorious work falls on the shoulders of 
a small number of devoted lay Buddhists who can claim authority and close connections 
to the monastics. At the Temple of Wisdom, the situation is the reverse: there is a lot of 
work to be done every weekend to prepare for the retreats, and the work has to be divided 
among many volunteers. Even when there are a few long-time volunteers who help 
directing the flow of activities, these individuals do not claim authority over others. Such 
an environment, plus the calculated structure of volunteer management, has contributed 
to the formation of a space of “social civility” where volunteers act amicably to one 
another and are willing to help one another without much reservation. At every retreat, I 
observed the complicated dance of coordination among volunteers as they switched back 
and forth between different types of tasks as needed.  
Besides the environment and the structure of governance that foster a sense of 
volunteering community, the virtuous dispositions of hoan hỉ, that is joy, delight, and 
willingness, are constantly performed and often mutually enforced. Once a volunteer puts 
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on his/her orange uniform, he/she becomes a “deployable agent” of Buddhist loving-
kindness (Weller et al. 2018: 113), and this agent has to act in a certain manner. One of 
the key bodily expressions of hoan hỉ is smiling. The significance of smiling dawned on 
me when I was interviewing Thành, the Buddhist youth who majored in education that 
we met in Chapter 2. While the modernist teachings of the abbot were what first intrigued 
Thành to seek out the temple, it was the sense of happiness derived from volunteering at 
the temple that kept him coming back again and again.  
Since the day I got to know the temple, I have placed my roots here…Maybe it’s because 
I have grown accustomed to everyone there, to the atmosphere there. I miss being at the 
temple when I’m not there [laugh]…I mostly go to the temple to help out with different 
things, especially in the kitchen. I enjoy doing them a lot, doing services for people who 
attend the retreats…The biggest value for me is people’s smiles. They are very warm. 
When I distribute lunch boxes for retreat participants, or when I guide them around [the 
temple], I receive smiles from people, and those smiles are very warm. 
 
Among the volunteers themselves, Thành also experienced the feeling of warmth 
and comfort volunteering at the temple. He observed that the temple’s volunteers always 
respected one another and were always hoan hỉ to one another. Thành made a sharp 
contrast between his experience at the temple with his previous involvement in the 
Communist Youth League both in his high school and university. While school activities 
organized by the Youth League always felt “imposed” and “mandatory” to Thành, 
Buddhist volunteerism seemed more comfortable and respectful, mostly because there 
were no “big ego” leaders telling people what to do.78 
 
78 The most expansive, dominant networks of mass organizations for youth, including the Vietnam Youth 
Federation (VYF), the Vietnam Student’s Association (VSA), and the Ho Chi Minh Communist Youth 
Union (HCMCYU) are managed by the state, and they all share and disseminate a political allegiance to 
Marxism-Leninism. Seen as major agents of youth mobilization and political education, these mass 
organizations are present at public schools of all levels, colleges, and universities. In 2012, HCMCYU has 
a membership of over seven million, accounting for 28% of all young people aged between 16 and 30 
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Interestingly, even though smiling tends to occur “naturally,” or rather seemingly 
without much effort, there are occasions when smiling can become a form of ethical 
training. When a volunteer, for example, shows signs of tiredness on his/her face because 
of the work, or when he/she frowns and shows discontentment about something, he/she 
might be reminded by other volunteers, the monastics, or even Ms. Hồng herself to be 
hoan hỉ and to smile. Looking tired or discontented while doing voluntary services is a 
sign that one is bothered and not hoan hỉ enough, and that one still clings to a sense of 
ego. On the contrary, if one continues to smile and look “fresh and cheerful” (tươi tắn) 
despite all of the difficult work, one will be complimented for having cultivated hoan hỉ 
and for reducing one’s ego. Only then, as Ms. Hồng reminded the volunteers from time to 
time, can one really gain merits for all of the volunteering work.  
 
(OECD 2017: 47). The high number of members is due to the fact that membership in the HCMCYU is 
generally mandatory for students in all elementary and secondary schools: students’ membership and 
participation in activities of the communist youth league are an important component of their academic and 
moral assessment. Throughout the school year and during the summer, these mass organizations for youth 
organize a series of civic educational programs and volunteering activities for youth of all ages. While the 
volunteering programs organized by the Communist youth league provide youth with the opportunities to 
practice civic engagement, they tend to be short-term, and youth’s participation in and affiliation with the 
Communist youth league typically do not sustain beyond the contexts of schools and universities. Those 
who continue working with and for the Communist youth league are mainly youth who have an interest in a 
political career in the Communist Party and in state institutions. In my conversations with university 
students, it also appears that interest in programs organized by the Communist youth league has been on the 
decline among students. They tend to criticize these programs for being only superficially organized 
without making real impact on the local communities. As a political organization, the Communist youth 
league also has a hierarchical bureaucratic structure, and to be qualified for the leading positions of the 
league at each university, students have to compete with one another and create voting campaigns to win 
leadership seats in the organization. Even though this structure provides a good opportunity for university 
students to participate in politics, it marginalizes those who are not interested in politics and those who do 
not have the right political and social backgrounds. Students who are from the rural areas or who are from 
families previously involved with the South Vietnamese regime during the Vietnam war have a difficult 
time being considered for leadership positions within the Communist youth league. These leadership 
positions can be beneficial for youth, however, because being an active member of the Communist youth 
league can make one’s eligible for national scholarships to pursue graduate education abroad or for other 




   
 
Before delving into exploring instances where the limitations of Buddhist 
discourses of hoan hỉ and loving-kindness are foregrounded, I want to make a few 
observations about subjectivity cultivated through voluntary services at the Temple of 
Wisdom. To a large extent, the emphasis on hoan hỉ and on smiling as the bodily 
expression of such a virtuous disposition among volunteers at the Temple of Wisdom 
continue the Thích Nhất Hạnh’s vision of an engaged Buddhist youth. As the quote from 
his book published in 1965 above said, an engaged Buddhist youth should practice 
smiling, patience, and meditation. Similarly, at the Temple of Wisdom, lay Buddhist 
volunteers are encouraged to cultivate joy and delight in doing services for others and 
through the act of smiling. Of course, Buddhist volunteers at the Temple of Wisdom 
differ from the previous generations of engaged Buddhists in the ways that they are 
performing services. Most of the services that the orange-uniformed volunteers perform 
take place within the vicinity of the temple to support its many educational and social 
programs or at other temples in the city. Buddhist volunteerism in contemporary Ho Chi 
Minh City no longer follows the model of sending youth to rural or war-affected areas for 
an extended period of time like in the 1960s, but rather, limits the mobilization of youth 
to perform services for the individual temples and other city-wide events. This does not 
mean that the Temple of Wisdom does not do philanthropic projects for people in rural 
areas or even abroad, but such long distance travels tend to involve the participation of 
monastics and the foundation’s patrons, creating a bifurcation of Buddhist philanthropic 
endeavors along class line.  
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Nevertheless, the volunteers at the Temple of Wisdom and the Compassionate 
Heart foundation, to a large extent, exemplify the model of new moral personhood under 
industrialized philanthropy that Weller and colleagues observe in China, Taiwan, and 
Malaysia. Within this framework, a volunteer is a “deployable agent of civic love” who 
“places one’s self in the social context of organized philanthropy” and who becomes “not 
only morally correct but also socially and politically competent” by engaging the 
common good, a process that Weller and colleague refers to as “civic selving” (2018: 
121-124). This is reflected in the motto of the foundation: Doing Services for 
Humanity—Benefiting Life and Religion (Phụng sự nhân sinh—Tốt đời đẹp đạo). In 
doing voluntary services at the temple, volunteers contribute to serving humanity through 
the various educational and social programs. Thus, performing voluntary services is 
considered a moral good. As Thành expressed above, Buddhist volunteerism for many 
young people offers an alternative channel of social engagement and civic selving to that 
of the Communist Youth League. While participation in the Communist youth programs 
socially and ideologically links one to the socialist agendas of the state, Buddhist 
volunteerism at the Temple of Wisdom constitutes an endeavor to service a broader 
humanity.  
Of course, this does not mean that Buddhist volunteerism is completely separate 
from a late-socialist regime of civility. The second part of the foundation motto 
“Benefiting Life and Religion,” for example, is the common phrase used by the 
Vietnamese state to regulate religious involvement in social activities: as long as the 
activities benefit social life and do not interfere with national culture and unity, they are 
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considered good. Moreover, as previously discussed, the construction of the temple’s 
social engagement programs does respond to late-socialist discourses on societization and 
also middle-class sensibilities of orderliness, management, and accountability. Many 
young volunteers at the temple had indeed found ways to translate their Buddhist 
voluntary services into resources and opportunities to advance their professional careers. 
Dũng, a 21-year-old university student, for example, volunteered for an international 
Buddhist event, where he was able to connect with the director of an international 
relation office at a local university and secure a job offer after college. Hùng, a college 
graduate in his early twenties, started his career as a professional program host by 
volunteering to host certain segments of the weekend Buddhist retreats and other events 
at the temple. It is important to remember that voluntary services programs at Buddhist 
temples are important sites where people from diverse social class and professional 
backgrounds interact. For young people who have rendered themselves both morally 
good and socially competent through voluntary services, Buddhist volunteerism can 
sometimes present as a space of opportunities.  
 
Socio-Religious Hierarchies, Community Boundaries, and the Negotiation of Loving-
Kindness 
Thus far, I have presented the community of Buddhist volunteers at the Temple of 
Wisdom as an accepting space in which volunteers collectively work together on equal 
footing and with much willingness to contribute to the success of various Buddhist 
programs. This ideal vision, however, often comes in tension with various forms of socio-
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religious hierarchies and community boundaries. Both lay Buddhist volunteers and 
monastics are socially positioned actors, and the interactions between them are informed 
by larger socio-religious structures and regimes. In this section, I explore the limitations 
of the Buddhist discourses of loving-kindness and the disposition of hoan hỉ by 
examining two episodes of voluntary work where religious hierarchy between monastics 
and lay Buddhists, gender social hierarchy, and community boundaries pose challenges to 
the ethics of willingness.  
By the time when these two episodes occurred during my fieldwork in late 2017, I 
had come to learn that different forms of socio-religious hierarchies and community 
boundaries figured prominently in how volunteers perceived and actualized the 
cultivation of hoan hỉ. While Buddhist volunteerism espouses a vision of egalitarian 
relationships between volunteers, social hierarchies between age groups and between 
genders oftentimes result in conflicts. Young volunteers, while working alongside with 
older volunteers, have to continue to address them with deference (cf. Sidnell and Shohet 
2013). Older volunteers might refuse to take directions from their younger counterparts, 
or they might use their social status as older adults to give young people instructions. 
Gender is also an important factor. The majority of volunteers at the temple are women, 
and they occupy central roles in certain spaces, such as the kitchen area. Male volunteers 
tend to take on more of a directive role in the main worship hall during the retreats where 
they will direct participants to their proper seating areas. On charitable gift-giving trips 
outside of the temple, male volunteers can assert their authority over their female 
counterparts when they try to set up how gift tables and the crowd of recipients should be 
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arranged. Whenever conflicts occur due to these social hierarchies, volunteers will 
remind the conflicting parties to remain calm, to be hoan hỉ, and to let go of their egos. In 
most cases, conflicts between volunteers are resolved, and they continue working 
together. In extreme cases when conflicts cannot be resolved, this will result in some 
volunteers’ growing disenchanted with the temple’s community of volunteers and 
deciding not to take part in it any longer.  
The first episode of discontentment in 2017 that I wanted to recount, however, 
dealt with the religious hierarchy between monastics and lay Buddhists. From my 
observations, working with monastics can entail an additional layer of moral anxiety for 
lay Buddhists. Monastics occupy a position of both cultural and religious authority, even 
when they rely on the financial resources and physical efforts of lay Buddhists to 
successfully carry out different Buddhist programs. When they address monastics, for 
example, lay Buddhists have to show social deference by referring to themselves as con 
(a child; a person of lower social status) and to monastics as Thầy (teacher) or Sư Phụ 
(master). Sometimes men use tôi (singular first-person pronoun; typically used to show 
either respect or distance) and address the monastics as Thầy, but in all cases, women use 
con. Additionally, lay Buddhists add the respect-particle Dạ at the beginning of each 
sentence to demonstrate social respect to monastics (Shohet 2013). Lay Buddhists 
employ this linguistic pattern of deference to address monastics even when they are much 
older in age. This socio-religious hierarchy thus renders any disputes, conflicts, or 
tensions between the monastics and lay Buddhists potentially ethically fraught. While lay 
Buddhist volunteers can overtly show anger or discontentment to one another in the 
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situation of conflicts, they refrain from showing such emotions to monastics because it 
might generate bad karma (mang tội). In these situations, the virtuous disposition of hoan 
hỉ might become toleration, or worse, the suppression of negative emotions.  
This was what happened to Ms. Hiền the night before the important temple 
inauguration event in 2017 that opened this chapter. As mentioned, prior to the Tuesday 
inauguration event, there were a series of Buddhist cultural and religious activities, 
including a musical performance and an elaborate exhibition of Buddhist arts. Working 
alongside with many artists and curators, Ms. Hiền helped put together an art exhibition 
in honor of this auspicious event. I had met her at another Buddhist event a few months 
prior. A small, soft-spoken woman, Ms. Hiền and her team had managed to curate an 
impressive Buddhist art exhibition for the temple inauguration event, including paintings 
and elaborate sculptures made out of wood and bronze. The exhibition was open to the 
Buddhist community, and it attracted much attention from temple visitors and event 
participants. The Monday night before the temple inauguration, however, while everyone 
was busy enjoying the Buddhist musical performance and making final the preparations 
for the event the next day, the Temple of Wisdom’s volunteer coordinator and I suddenly 
noticed Ms. Hiền’s uneasy demeanor.  
As she paced quickly back and forth, Ms. Hiền raised her voice to someone on the 
other end of the phone, asking when the moving vans would arrive. The volunteer 
coordinator and I made our way over, and we began to see that Ms. Hiền was visibly 
upset. Her voice trembled as she explained that she was just instructed to quickly 
dismantle and move the exhibition to make space for a monastic dining area. The 
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exhibition was cut short unexpectedly by two days compared to the original plan. Ms. 
Hiền and her team had to finish packing up all of the arts and clear the area in a few short 
hours, a daunting task considering that there were many heavy sculptures to be moved 
and that many art pieces required careful packaging to be protected from accidental 
damages in transit. Taken aback by this sudden change of plan ourselves, the volunteer 
coordinator quickly mobilized a few available volunteers standing nearby to assist with 
the packing and moving of the art pieces. As we were trying to wrap the pieces with as 
much care as possible, Ms. Hiền burst into tears. “If you want to destroy them [the arts], 
go ahead. If you want to throw them away, go ahead,” she exclaimed. The volunteer 
coordinator rushed over to hold Ms. Hiền’s hands and tried to calm her. As tears 
continued to rush down her cheeks, Ms. Hiền blurted out, “Buddhism is no 
longer…Many well-intentioned volunteers are going to abandon the path…If I didn’t 
know Buddhism, I would have died a long time ago!”  
Ms. Hiền’s tearful exclamation that day continues to stay with me. While I do not 
know the broader context that gave rise to Ms. Hiền’s misfortune of having to deal with 
such a drastic change of plan (Buddhist monastics themselves are subjected to a host of 
other structural limitations and pressures that often contribute to last-minute changes in 
event organization), her experience speaks to the intense frustration that one can harbor 
when participating in Buddhist voluntary services. Even though Ms. Hiền might have 
received some remuneration for her work as a curator, considering that it was a Buddhist 
event, she might have volunteered much of her time, effort, and resources to put together 
such an exhibition. Her outburst of emotion, though brief, points to the fact that Buddhist 
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events and programs are sites where religious hierarchy and potential disagreements 
between monastics and lay Buddhists are highlighted, and where lay Buddhists might 
have to endure sudden changes and shifts. From my observations and experiences 
assisting with different Buddhist programs, the differential in social and religious 
authority between monastics and lay Buddhists can often result in lay Buddhists having 
to learn to adapt to and accept changes in directives from monastics. The cultivation of 
hoan hỉ, willingness, and acceptance thus tends to fall on the shoulders of the volunteers. 
While volunteers, in most cases, learn to turn moments of frustration into practices of 
ethical cultivation, they, like Ms. Hiền in the episode above, might harbor difficult 
feelings towards the blurry line between voluntary services as ethical cultivation and 
voluntary services as work (cf. Muehlebach 2012). As Julia Huang observes in her study 
of the Tzu Chi foundation in Taiwan, tears during voluntary services can be motivated by 
different experiences, including religious consonance and charismatic appeal, guilt and 
self-pity, or redemption (2009: 129). Ms. Hiền’s tears above are an expression of intense 
frustration during a critical moment when Buddhist virtue of willingness shows its 
limitations, and when a volunteer is forced to re-examine the purpose and nature of 
Buddhist volunteerism.  
Another challenge to the ideal of a welcoming community of Buddhist volunteers 
is the sense of suspicion, particularly toward the intention of volunteers. Much of this 
suspicion is directed towards volunteers who are newly recruited for specific Buddhist 
events and have not been registered as regular volunteers at the temple. I learned of this 
reservation when I helped coordinate volunteers for Buddhist event in mid-2017. Since 
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the event had many international guests, the foundation directors and I wanted to recruit 
people who had a good command of English and experiences working with people from 
different countries. The foundation put out a call for recruitment on its website, and after 
a week, received more than 200 registrations. After the initial meeting with prospective 
volunteers, Ms. Hồng pulled me aside and offered a word of caution. “You need to be 
careful about whom you select to play key roles in the operation. There are many people 
out there who want to disrupt (phá) events like these,” she whispered.  
Ms. Hồng’s precaution resurfaced in my mind a few months later when another 
unfortunate incident occurred on the same day before the aforementioned temple 
inauguration event. A Buddhist nun reported to the Temple of Wisdom’s volunteer 
coordinator that she had lost her phone. The nun suspected that one of the orange-
uniformed volunteers might have stolen it because she saw a young woman from afar 
carrying a phone eerily similar to hers. The nun did not want to pursue and ask the 
potential suspect because she was not sure herself. The volunteer coordinator noted down 
the nun’s description of the potential suspect and checked with other volunteers. None of 
the long-time volunteers recognized this young woman, and it seemed that she only 
recently joined the volunteering activities at the temple. One month later, when the 
Temple of Wisdom organized a buffet party to raise money for a new temple 
construction, the foundation issued another online call for volunteers. The young woman 
showed up again. This time, the volunteer coordinator took extra measure to prevent the 
young woman from potentially committing another theft. The coordinator instructed 
several long-time volunteers to keep a careful watch of the young woman’s movements 
 247 
 
   
 
and to refuse giving her any voluntary work assignments. The young woman seemed 
confused why she was not allowed to interact with the guests or to help out. After several 
attempts at asking to see if there was something she could do, the young woman became 
frustrated and decided to leave.  
While one can read this extra security measure to be unfriendly and discouraging 
to good-willed volunteers, unfortunate incidents like thefts were indeed quite common at 
Buddhist activities and events. Concerns over security and reputation of the foundation 
did lead the abbot and the board of directors to consider more drastic methods of 
controlling who could do voluntary work. After the buffet party in 2017, for example, the 
abbot called a meeting with all of the present volunteers to thank them of their tireless 
work. He then switched over to warn them about these security concerns and to propose 
that the temple should consider a volunteer registration system that involved finger-
printing and keeping photocopies of volunteer’s national IDs. Thus far, no such system 
has been instituted, I suspect, partially because it might discourage people from 
participating in voluntary services. For now, long-time regular volunteers are instructed 
to keep an eye out for any suspicious activities, and only these trusted volunteers can be 
given important coordinating roles.  
Both of the cases I presented above, one of Ms. Hiền and the other of the young 
volunteer suspected of theft, demonstrate the limitations of the Buddhist discourses of 
hoan hỉ and loving-kindness in constructing a loving and all-accepting community of 
Buddhist volunteers. Similar to the cases of new religious philanthropic associations in 
China, Taiwan, and Malaysia that Weller and colleagues have documented, the Temple 
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of Wisdom and its Compassionate Heart foundation employ the Buddhist notion of 
loving-kindness to foster connections among social groups that are weakly connected to 
one another in the urban context (2018: 157-158). Through their innovations in terms of 
recruitment techniques and the diversity of programs and activities, the temple and its 
foundation have managed to establish an extensive community of “agents of civic love” 
who express a collective ethos of willingness to help and offer services to others (Weller 
et al. 2018: 121-122). Along the way, Buddhist volunteers develop close ties and 
connections to one another. At the same time, as the two cases above have demonstrated, 
the configuration of the community of volunteers has to take into account different forms 
of socio-religious hierarchy and boundaries that challenge the Buddhist ideal of universal 
loving-kindness. In the next section, I will turn to discuss how Buddhist volunteerism and 
philanthropy in Ho Chi Minh City are implicated within broader political structure of 
late-socialism, and how they can be mobilized to advance both Vietnamese late-socialist 
and Buddhist agendas, both nationally and internationally.  
 
Buddhist Philanthropy and the Cultivation of Vietnamese Ethical Citizenship 
As previously discussed, the Temple of Wisdom and its Compassionate Heart 
foundation have implemented a diversity of Buddhist educational and philanthropic 
programs. These programs are not limited to the confines of Buddhist temples and 
community, but they extend to various social domains, including infrastructure and 
public health. While I have focused on describing the moral discourses of hoan hỉ and 
loving-kindness as they are practiced and embodied in Buddhist spaces, it is important to 
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note that the temple has promoted its vision of a new Buddhist subjectivity, one of 
deployable agents of civic love, to other social contexts. In this section, I will discuss one 
program where the temple endeavors to communicate its vision of Buddhist ethical 
personhood to the larger Vietnamese society, namely its campaign to promote organ and 
bodily donations. It is through this program that one can see the dialogical relationships 
between Vietnamese Buddhist institutions and the Vietnamese state.  
Within the last five years, the Temple of Wisdom has managed to pioneer the 
largest campaign that encourages Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike to sign up for organ 
donations for medical transplants (hiến mô tạng) and body donations after death for 
medical research (hiến xác). In late 2019, the temple successfully mobilized more than 
1000 people to sign up for donations and earned a national record for being the first 
Buddhist institution in Vietnam to have organized such a campaign. Under the direction 
of the head abbot, the Temple of Wisdom first initiated the program in 2014 in 
partnership with a public medical university in Ho Chi Minh City and managed to recruit 
215 monastics and lay Buddhists to sign up. Since 2016, the temple had also partnered 
with the National Center for the Coordination of Organ Transplants in Hanoi to organize 
a yearly event at the temple—known as the “ceremony for organ and body donations”—
to promote and raise awareness about the cause. These annual events, typically live-
broadcast on the temple’s Facebook sites, serve as a public forum where the abbot and 
representatives from the state medical institutions will talk to the event participants and 
hundreds of viewers on social media about the importance of and address any questions 
about bodily donations. To understand the success of the campaign thus far, I draw on the 
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perspectives of the abbot, state officials, as well as lay Buddhists expressed during the 
2017 ceremony for organ and body donations.  
In the 2017 ceremony, the abbot revealed that up until November 2017, the 
Vietnamese Ministry of Health recorded 12,500 people to have signed up for organ 
donations nationwide, a “very small” number, according to the abbot, when one 
compares to Vietnam’s population of 93 million (about 0.14%). When one considers this 
together with the Temple of Wisdom’s very recent recognition as the first Buddhist 
institution in Vietnam to organize programs to mobilize organ and body donations for 
medical purposes, it seems that the practice of bodily donations provokes some general 
reservations in Vietnam. In a weekend retreat for the elderly at the Temple of Wisdom 
that I attended, I recalled that many of the elderly participants grew uneasy when the 
temple was passing out official registration forms for organ and body donations. My 
grandmother who accompanied me to that retreat was not fond of the idea. She expressed 
worries about her spirit in the afterlife, should her body not be intact or dissected upon by 
medical students in the morgue before burial.  
The uneasiness towards organ and body donations, one that my grandmother and 
many other participants felt, can be attributed to a myriad of reasons. The pervasive fear 
stems in part from different religio-cultural concerns about the relationship between one’s 
physical body and spirit. There is a belief that the body of the dead needs to be complete 
and remain intact at the moment of burial to guarantee his/her complete entering to the 
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afterlife, becoming an ancestor, and/or having a good rebirth79. Concurrently, as one 
member of the audience shared in the aforementioned 2017 ceremony, there is also a 
theory taught by many Buddhist monastics that should one donate his/her organs to 
another person, those organs remain alive upon one’s death and thus, this will cause 
attachments and prevent one from being reborn. Moreover, there is a concern that in 
accepting someone else’s organs, the recipient will take on some of the attributes, both 
physical and spiritual, of the donors; this is particularly a concern when the donor was a 
criminal, for example.80  
Besides these religio-cultural concerns, organ and body donations can provoke 
other ethical issues as well. On the one hand, at various annual registration events at the 
temple that I had observed, participants expressed concerns over who would be the 
recipients of the donated organs. One participant at the 2017 event revealed that despite 
her efforts to encourage her friends and family members to consider donating their organs 
and blood, she met with much skepticism from these individuals who think that only the 
rich and government officials can afford the medical procedures for organ and blood 
 
79 Scholars of East Asia have attributed this belief to the Confucian emphasis on xiao, or filial piety, and 
seen this emphasis as a prohibition against body donations (see Jones and Nie 2018 for a review of the 
literature). In the case of Vietnam, the importance of the intactness of the dead body for rituals can be seen 
in concern over the “bad death” of soldiers during the Vietnam War (Kwon 2008).  
80 In the 2017 event, the abbot discussed the case of a recent prisoner in Vietnam who prior to his 
execution, expressed the wish to donate his organ and body for medical purposes. Unfortunately, there 
continued to be debate about the laws and ethics of body donation from prisoners on death penalty. The 
abbot considered the desire of prisoners to donate their organs as an ethical act that can help transform their 
karma and allow them to repent for their wrong doings. See the case here: Nguyễn Huệ, “Thông tin tử tù 
Nguyễn Hải Dương được hiến tạng cho y học: Bộ Y tế lên tiếng,” [Death row inmate Nguyen Hai Duong 
permitted to donate organs for medical studies: The Ministry of Health responds], November 18, 2017, 





   
 
transplants, and that the poor cannot access these previously freely donated resources. On 
the other hand, people are wary of news and stories about organ and blood trafficking, 
particularly as these activities rumored to be committed by Vietnamese-Chinese organ 
trafficking networks.  
To address these religio-cultural and ethical concerns, the abbot and 
representatives from state medical institutions work together to reframe the religious and 
ethical discourses surrounding organ and body donations. As I have discussed extensively 
in Chapter 2, the abbot strongly promotes a modernist understanding of Buddhism that 
draws on classical Buddhist sutras from the Pali tipiṭaka and the Sanskrit āgamas. With 
his agendas to purify Vietnamese Buddhism of Chinese superstitious religious beliefs and 
practices, the abbot argued in multiple Dharma talks throughout my fieldwork that the 
funeral rituals and practices commonly practiced in Vietnam stem from Chinese folk 
religions and “fundamentalist” (cực đoan) understandings of Chinese Pure Land 
Buddhism. In proper Buddhist understanding, upon the moment of death, one’s 
consciousness (tâm thức) transmigrates to another fetus and gets reborn in a new physical 
body after nine to ten months. As such, one cannot feel the pain or get attached to the 
physical body left behind because one’s consciousness already moves on to be embedded 
in the next physical manifestations.  
Moreover, the head abbot instructed that in classical Buddhist texts, the Buddha 
discussed how the gifting of physical materials, including both monetary and bodily 
donations to those in need, constituted Dāna pāramī (Bố thí Ba-la-mật), or charitable 
gifting, one of the ten marks of ethical perfections. In fact, the abbot argued, those who 
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are willing to give and donate a part of themselves practice and embody the Buddhist 
teachings of non-self and impermanence, thus generating good merits for themselves and 
others. Coupled with this re-articulation of organ and body donations as a desirable 
ethical act, the abbot also called for a simplification of funeral and ancestor worship 
rituals in Vietnam. Money used for elaborate funeral practices and commemorative 
festivities should be used instead for charitable work, for example, thus alleviating the 
pain of loss and creating more good merits for both the dead and the living.  
Pertaining to the issues of organ trafficking and of who can get access to the 
medical resources for blood transfusion and organ transplants, the response from both the 
abbot and the state representatives is to focus more on the positive and ethical importance 
of donations, rather than on the negative stories. During the 2017 event, the 
representatives from the state medical institutions argued that even though instances of 
organ purchasing and trafficking had happened, that should not be the reason to deter one 
from performing the good deeds. Organ transplants are complicated procedures; whether 
an organ can be used depends on the quality and the fit. The head abbot further added that 
when one donates his/her organs and body for medical purposes, the intention and the 
desire (tâm nguyện) to do so are what matter.  
In the worst case scenario when, in one way or another, the organs we donated are bought 
and sold, we should still think: the act of gifting has been done, and at least the organs 
have been put to use no matter whether they were bought or given freely. The important 
thing is that we have the desire for others to continue living, and our genuine wish has 
been fulfilled. From the perspectives of karma, those who did wrong will be subjected to 
the punishment of the law, and even when they escape the law somehow, they can never 




   
 
Similar to other programs organized by the temple and its Compassionate Heart 
foundation discussed above, the campaign for body and organ donations exemplifies 
“industrialized philanthropy” in its reliance on careful accounting and registration, 
reporting responsibilities to state medical agencies and the media, public events to recruit 
donors, and strategic deployment of all available channels of social media. More 
importantly, by drawing on the universalizing Buddhist teachings of non-self, karma, and 
impermanence, the campaign promotes a vision of ethical subjectivity and citizenship 
predicated on a notion of “unlimited goodness” (Weller et al. 2018: 124): potential 
donors perform the ethical act of gifting to and caring for “strangers” beyond their 
immediate social and familial networks. In fact, one can argue here that virtues associated 
with Confucian familialism and filial piety are downplayed, criticized as “non-Buddhist,” 
and deemed not as desirable as the Buddhist virtue of “non-self” and Dāna pāramī. As 
the quotation from the head abbot above indicates, in the performance of organ and body 
donations, what matters is the donor’s genuine desire and intention to give up and 
sacrifice a part of oneself to save others, whatever the eventual result. Organ and body 
donations then become an exemplary practice of Buddhist virtues.81  
The success of the campaign thus far—based on the noticeable increase of the 
number of people who have signed up for organ and body donation within the span of 
 
81 As my research is mainly located at the Temple of Wisdom, I did not conduct research at the hospitals 
and the center for organ transplants to discern how organ transplants are conducted and how state medical 
institutions determine the eligibility of prospective recipients for transplants. The concerns raised by one of 
the participants about how only wealthy people and governmental officials can get access to these medical 
resources point to, however, the very real danger of charitable gifting being regulated by state institutions 
to reinforce inequality (Bornstein 2012: 56).  
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five years (from 215 in 2014 to more than 1000 in 2019)—can be attributed to a variety 
of reasons, including the appeal of the ethical discourse of “unlimited goodness” among 
Buddhist followers of the temple,82 the use of social media, and generous funding from 
the temple’s patrons. It is also important to acknowledge that the campaign receives 
enduring support from the state medical institutions, particularly one of the public 
medical universities in Ho Chi Minh City and the national center for organ transplants in 
Hanoi. This partnership between the Temple of Wisdom and the state medical apparatus 
should not be seen as what Weller et al. conceive as “defensive political merit-making”—
that is, religious institutions attempt to get on a good side of the state by using 
philanthropy to contribute to state’s economic and political agendas—as in the case of 
China. Rather, I would argue that the case of the organ and body donation campaign at 
the Temple of Wisdom resembles more of a state-religion mutualism, but not quite to the 
same extent as the mutualism found between Buddhist institutions and the state in 
Taiwan.83  
Contrary to the case of the Buddhist Compassion Relief Tzu Chi in Taiwan that 
has managed to establish its own hospital and medical schools and successfully run 
campaigns to call for organ and body donations (Huang 2017: 77-87), Buddhist 
 
82 While I do not have the precise data on the demographic and social class make-up of people who have 
signed up for donation, from my observations, it seems that the majority of well-educated young adults, 
middle-class professionals, and businesspeople who are regular participants in and patrons of the temple’s 
educational activities have become organ and body donors. In addition to the temple’s followers, many lay 
Buddhists from outside of Ho Chi Minh City had expressed great interest in signing up for organ and body 
donation and mailed in the registration forms remotely.   
83 Weller et al. document that after democratization, politicians in Taiwan begun to support local religious 
groups and philanthropic organizations to gain public vote, while these religious groups can receive public 




   
 
institutions in Vietnam are not allowed to establish their own medical institutions. As 
such, to become an active player within the field of medical care, Vietnamese Buddhist 
institutions have to partner with the state medical apparatus. At the same time, in the case 
of organ and body donations, the public medical university in Ho Chi Minh City and the 
center for organ transplants in Hanoi need to rely on the religious authority of Buddhist 
institutions to address religio-cultural taboos and prohibitions surrounding death and 
burial. In fact, in the 2017 ceremony for organ and body donations, a representative from 
the public medical university in Ho Chi Minh City asserted that he was “born in Saigon 
and raised as a child of the Buddha (người con Phật).” Such a statement, in many ways, 
reflects an endeavor of the representative to construe bodily donations as indeed a 
morally desirable act of care and to render himself as an agent of the state medical 
institutions who understands and embodies Buddhist teachings.  
The close-knit collaborations between the Temple of Wisdom and the state 
medical apparatus, however, do engender some public suspicion and discomfort. During 
the 2017 ceremony, as the event was being live-streamed on Facebook, a few online 
viewers expressed their disagreement with the campaign via live comments. While some 
comments attacked the abbot and his teaching, saying that “the Buddha did not promote 
any kind of donation,” “the evil abbot has emerged as Mara [the evil figure that 
attempted to disrupt the Buddha’s effort to reach enlightenment],” and “the ‘tăng quốc 
doanh’ is tricking the public,” others focused on the futility of bodily donations as 
Vietnamese have been all poisoned by Chinese chemicals and on how the donation effort 
is a conspiracy driven by the Chinese communist party. As briefly mentioned in Chapter 
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2, the head abbot of the Temple of Wisdom is one among many Buddhist monks whose 
close working relationships with the state and whose public appearance on national media 
have “earned” him the title of tăng/sư quốc doanh, or “nationally certified monk,” a 
mocking title to describe monastics who align themselves with the state and the 
Communist party. Despite multiple occasions where he himself had voiced strong 
critiques of the state’s political agendas (for example, the state’s plan to lease lands to 
foreign corporations for 99 years discussed in Chapter 2) and endeavored to promote a 
critical distance between Vietnamese Buddhism and Chinese religious traditions, the 
abbot is seen by many as an agent of the Communist party.  
In the context of the organ and body donation campaign, the abbot’s promotion of 
an ethical citizenship predicated on a vision of “unlimited goodness” and care for 
“strangers” can resonate with the state socialist discourse of “societization” that calls for 
the active participation of all social sectors to improve public health and support those in 
need. This is not to say, of course, that the abbot propagates a Buddhism aimed only at 
appeasing the state. The temple’s vision of ethical citizenship carries with it a 
cosmopolitan and universal appeal of caring for humanity more broadly beyond the 
boundary of the Vietnamese nation-state. This is reflected in the temple’s organized 
philanthropic trips to India, Taiwan, and most recently, Korea. These trips, while mostly 
participated by lay Buddhists with financial means, combine both visiting important 
Buddhist landmarks with charitable gifting for the poor and for Vietnamese monastics 
and diasporic communities in these countries.  
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In my participation in one such trip to Taiwan, I was struck by how Buddhist 
philanthropy can be mobilized by monastics and Vietnamese lay Buddhists to assert the 
status and prosperity of Vietnamese Buddhism in Asia. As Vietnamese monastics and lay 
Buddhists bring financial support to communities in need in different international 
settings, they participate in the contemporary flow of Buddhist transnationalism, one that 
as Weller and colleagues show, has been strongly shaped by the global expansion of 
Taiwanese Buddhism (2018: 107). While the Temple of Wisdom and its Compassionate 
Heart foundation have not quite fully achieved the scale of Tzu Chi or of Thích Nhất 
Hạnh’s Plum Village Order, they represent a new development in which a “home-grown” 
Vietnamese Buddhism, that is a Buddhism that has been developed by local Buddhists in 
post-war, late-socialist Vietnam, is gaining an international reach.  
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have examined the moral discourses and governance framework 
surrounding the practices of phụng sự, or Buddhist voluntary services, at the Temple of 
Wisdom and its affiliated Compassionate Heart Foundation. To a large extent, these 
voluntary services continue some of the imperatives of the tradition of “Engaged 
Buddhism” espoused by Thích Nhất Hạnh in the 1960s. However, contemporary 
Buddhist volunteerism and philanthropy in Ho Chi Minh City differs drastically from 
“engaged Buddhism” in its incorporation of new techniques of accountability, of 
membership recruitment, all of which emphasize the new value of transparency and civic 
middle-class sensibilities.  
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At the same time, phụng sự continues to be seen as a form of Buddhist ethical 
cultivation as Buddhist volunteers at the temple, most of whom are young people, learn to 
cultivate the virtue of hoan hỉ, or joy, delight, and willingness and the Buddhist ethics of 
loving-kindness towards one another and strangers. With its careful structure of 
philanthropic governance and emphasis on programs in the fields of education, public 
health, social services, and cultural propagation, the temple and its foundation share 
many similarities to their Buddhist counterparts in Asia in the promotion of a form of 
“industrialized philanthropy” that engenders the creation of a new Buddhist volunteer 
subject as a deployable agent of unbounded civic love (Weller et al. 2018). However, as I 
have shown, this ideal vision of a loving and accepting community of Buddhist 
volunteers has to confront with different forms of socio-religious hierarchies and 
boundaries that challenge the Buddhist ethics of willingness and loving-kindness.  
The temple’s Buddhist philanthropic programs resonate with late-socialist 
discourses on societization in the way that they encourage lay Buddhists to willfully and 
actively contribute to the development of society. The close ties between the temple and 
state agencies, while fostering a form of Buddhism-state mutualism, also engenders much 
suspicion and discomfort from many Buddhists who are not part of the temple’s 















VIETNAMESE BUDDHISM  
AND THE CONFIGURATION OF PUBLIC ETHICS 
 
In late 2018, Vietnam was selected to be the host of the 16th United Nations Day 
of Vesak (UNDV) by the International Council of the United Nations Day of Vesak 
(ICDV) based in Bangkok, Thailand. This was the third time that Vietnam became the 
host of this international Buddhist event celebrating the birth, enlightenment, and the 
passing of the historical Buddha. Having returned to Ho Chi Minh City at that time with 
the plan to continue writing my dissertation, I was recruited by the abbot of the Temple 
of Wisdom to assist with the international UNDV academic conference. The abbot had 
been an active member of the organizing committee in previous years when Vietnam was 
the host of UNDV, and this 16th UNDV was no different. While the UNDV was 
scheduled to take place at a new Buddhist temple complex in Ha Nam province about one 
hour away from Hanoi in northern Vietnam in May 2019, the Temple of Wisdom in Ho 
Chi Minh City helped handle the majority of the international communication prior to, 
during, and after the event. The Compassionate Heart Foundation too assisted with much 
of the cost related to the conference activities. The foundation management recruited a 
group of full-time Vesak staff, all of whom were women (early thirties to sixty) with 
great command of English, advanced university degrees, and extensive experience 
working with foreign business and academic partners. Additionally, the foundation asked 
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for assistance from a few long-time young volunteers at the temple who had received 
their education from local international schools. When the time came for our whole Ho 
Chi Minh City-based Vesak group to move north for the event, we were met by hundreds 
of volunteers recruited from universities based in Hanoi, many of whom have been 
regular members of various Buddhist temples and their youth groups. With the heartfelt 
political support of the Vietnamese government, the UNDV event was successful in 
welcoming participants from 112 countries and territories, including senior members of 
Buddhist Sanghas around the world, presidents and prime ministers, ambassadors, and 
110 international scholars. The brand-new temple complex where the event took place 
was constructed by an influential northern businessman, whose extensive connections to 
the government and the Buddhist Sangha had led to the temple complex to be formally 
recognized as a national tourism destination.  
I began the conclusion to this dissertation with the short discussion of the UNDV 
event in Vietnam back in May 2019 to show that Vietnamese Buddhism is undergoing 
dramatic transformations, both in terms of scale, followers, and international reach. What 
I try to describe as the emerging middle-class Vietnamese Buddhist public in this 
dissertation is a phenomenon that can be observed across the country, most strongly in 
urban centers. As I have tried to show through the different chapters, the key participants 
in this new Buddhist public are well-educated, (aspirational) middle-class young adults 
who are actively contributing to Buddhist educational and philanthropic programs. In this 
conclusion, I will situate the place of this new Buddhist public in the formulation of 
public ethics in contemporary late-socialist Vietnam, and offer some thoughts on the rise 
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of (aspirational) middle-class, youth religiosity in Vietnam in relation to that in other East 
and Southeast Asian contexts.  
 
Modernist Buddhism and the Ethicalization of Public Life in Vietnam 
In this dissertation, I have focused on the case of the Temple of Wisdom and its 
promotion of a kind of modernist Buddhism that is crafted to create a new generation of 
self-reflexive lay Buddhists. This new generation of lay Buddhists not only actively 
participates in the study of Buddhist philosophies and history, meditation, and social 
engagement programs, but also openly communicates their Buddhist identity through 
different forms of embodiment and sociality. In other words, this new framework of 
Buddhist religiosity is supposed to be different from the common paradigm of being 
Buddhists through participation in Buddhist devotional rituals and other popular religious 
practices.  
Although I concentrate on the Temple of Wisdom as one particular temple in Ho 
Chi Minh City that promotes such a modernist understanding of Buddhism, it is 
important to note that certain aspects of modernist Buddhism have also been adopted by 
other temples in Ho Chi Minh City, including ostensibly Pure Land ones. During my 
fieldwork, for example, I also developed a close relationship with another temple run by a 
Pure Land Buddhist nun. While the dominant practices at this temple include the chanting 
of the name of Amida Buddha and the veneration of different Bodhisattvas and Dharma 
guardians, the nun has also incorporated various meditation practices from both 
Theravada vipassanā and Thích Nhất Hạnh’s Plum Village Order for the young Buddhists 
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at her temple. The nun’s temple also has a youth group, though much smaller in scale 
compared to the community of young volunteers at the Temple of Wisdom. The group 
organizes social initiatives, such as blood drives and Buddhist summer trips for youth 
where they participate in camping activities and listen to Dharma talks about applied 
Buddhism. As I have argued in Chapter 1, modernist Buddhism then has to be understood 
not simply as the “institutional” Buddhism that stands in opposition to “popular” 
Buddhism. Rather, it is a pluralistic, multi-component religious project aimed at creating 
a form of Buddhist religiosity that not only appeals to the dispositions and the social 
aspirations of youth, but also resonates with their life experiences and knowledge 
acquired through formal secular education.  
The increasing popularization of modernist forms of Buddhist ethical cultivation 
among youth resonates with what Robert Weller documents as the “moralizing” forms of 
religion that, in contrast to the “individualizing” variants like amoral transactional ghost 
worships, re-establish traditional moral values and communities and thus re-ethicalize the 
force of the market economy (2001: 90-100). At the same time, as I have argued in 
Chapter 1 and shown in other chapters, urban Vietnamese youth are not simply turning to 
an unchanging Buddhist tradition. Urban monastics and lay Buddhist youth are working 
together to transform the field of Vietnamese Buddhism by incorporating new 
communication technologies and drawing on transnational genealogies of Buddhism 
beyond the context of Vietnam and Mahayana Buddhism. The attraction that many young 
people have towards modernist articulations of Buddhism is motivated by the resonance 
that they see between such a form of Buddhism and their socio-economic aspirations 
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under market socialism. In other words, these young Vietnamese actively draw on and 
contribute to the construction of modernist Buddhism in their efforts to reshape and 
reimagine their local social world—in this case, the moral landscape of Ho Chi Minh 
City—while being connected to transnational cultural, economic, and religious flows 
(Hefner 2010; van der Veer 2015).  
As I have shown throughout, the emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public 
predicated on a youth-oriented, modernist Buddhism co-exists and co-imbricates with 
late-socialist structure of religious governance and economic imperatives. The cultivation 
of a new generation of self-reflexive Vietnamese Buddhists, with (aspirational) middle-
class sensibilities, and of a moral Buddhist community actively contributing to the state’s 
“societization” agendas allows the Temple of Wisdom and its Compassionate Heart 
Foundation to productively engage with the state. Beyond the context of the Temple of 
Wisdom, the fact that Vietnam was able to host the UNDV in 2019 with full political 
support from the government signifies that there is an active embrace of both social class 
and Buddhism, particularly when they contribute to the state’s developmental projects. 
Moreover, as I demonstrate in Chapter 2 and 4, modernist Buddhist institutions are 
asserting their religious authority to make claims on what constitutes “Vietnamese 
culture.” In response to the rising anti-China sentiments across the country in recent 
years, many urban Buddhist institutions and the national Vietnam Buddhist Sangha have 
produced public statements on what religious practices should be considered “Buddhist” 
and “Vietnamese,” rather than Chinese Daoism or Confucianism. While the Vietnam 
Buddhist establishment does not have the same level of cultural and religious authority to 
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legitimize political regimes like Buddhist Sanghas in Burma and Thailand do (Jordt 2007; 
McDaniel 2008; Schober 2011; Scott 2009), it continues to cultivate and enjoy a much 
closer relationship to the communist state compared to Catholicism or Protestantism (Chu 
2008; Ngo 2016).  
Of course, not all aspects of the emerging Vietnamese Buddhist public have to 
deal with the state or advance the state’s agendas. At the core of the Buddhist programs 
promoted by the Temple of Wisdom is the imperative to propagate Buddhist ethics and 
practices in every domain of social life, and to make Buddhism an ethical foundation for 
Vietnamese society. As the abbot of the Temple of Wisdom reiterates on multiple 
occasions, the mobilization of youth to participate in Buddhist programs is to ensure the 
future development of Buddhism, and this can only be achieved if Buddhism becomes a 
part of daily life. This vision for a Buddhist public, as I have argued, is not to create a 
“counterpublic” that makes Buddhist ethics the only measure of behaviors and 
sensibilities, and thus engender a purist sphere of ethical life. Rather, central to this 
Vietnamese Buddhist public is a vision of pious middle-class Buddhist subjects who can 
engage with the market and the state, while still working towards the development of 
Buddhism. Within this public then, entanglements between different ethical registers 
present as an opportunity for Buddhists to bring Buddhism to bear on public life through 
“reflective and thoughtful self-direction,” not an obstacle (Laidlaw 2014; Lempert 2013). 
I also want to note quickly as well that the Temple of Wisdom differs from the 
Dhammakaya temple in Thailand that Rachelle Scott studied in that it does not promote a 
“prosperity” Buddhism through the means of merit-making or amulets (2009: 92; 115). 
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Rather, at the Temple of Wisdom, virtuous personhood should be the goal of Buddhist 
practices, and wealth is directed as only as a means to cultivate the dispositions of non-
attachment and contribute to social development.  
 
The Rise of (Aspirational) Middle-Class Youth Religiosity 
As I have shown in Chapter 1, a central imperative for the current study is to 
demonstrate the increasingly central role that religion is playing in the lives of 
Vietnamese youth. There is a lack of consideration for youth religiosity in Vietnam, both 
in the literature on Vietnamese religion and in research on youth. I argue in Chapter 1 
that this may be due to the continued perpetuation of two narratives about Vietnamese 
youth, one that focuses on youth as targets of the communist state’s revolutionary 
propaganda and the other on youth as consumers of the new market economy. Both of 
these narratives continue to paint Vietnamese youth as uninterested in religion and 
religious practices, a portrayal that is far from what I observed during my fieldwork in Ho 
Chi Minh City and other regions of Vietnam.  
The rise of youth religiosity in contemporary Vietnam, particularly among well-
educated, (aspirational) middle-class youth, resonates with other East and Southeast 
Asian contexts, particularly South Korea and Indonesia. In South Korea, Hyun Mee Kim 
and Si Hyun Choi have documented the growth of urban youth’s interest and 
participation in the Buddhist community of the Jungto Society (2016; see also Kim 
2016). The authors attribute this surge of youth’s interest in Korean Pure Land Buddhism 
to their search for ways to cope with the stress, anxiety, and depression caused by the 
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competitive academic environment and job market. In participating in Buddhist 
meditation and social services activities, urban youth strive to develop a “curative self” 
that is free from worldly preoccupations, while engaging in making social changes (Kim 
and Choi 2016: 20). Buddhist temples of the Jungto Society, as Kim observes, become an 
“urban sanctuary” for youth as they offer 100-day retreats, meditation programs, and 
volunteer activities where youth can “rediscover” and “recover” their heart (2016: 458). 
Kim argues that these programs promote a moral community that aspires to “live anti-
consumerist, anti-competitive, and environmentally-friendly lives while working and 
consuming less” (ibid: 462). In Indonesia, as Nancy Smith-Hefner shows, many youths 
attribute their engagement with normative Islam to years of standardized state-sponsored 
religious education in schools and in after-school religious study under the New Order 
(2019: 177; see also Hefner 2009). Responding to rapid changes to social life under the 
influences of urbanization, economic development, and modern education, many Muslim 
organizations on college campuses and Muslim youths, rather than “retreating” from the 
market economy like Buddhist youth of the Jungto Society, vigorously engage with 
national politics and public life, and reconfigure the contours of courtship, romance, 
employment, and marriage (Smith-Hefner 2019: 143-171; see also Ibrahim 2018). 
The growing interest in Buddhism among Vietnamese youth is located 
somewhere between these two trends of youth religiosity in South Korea and Indonesia. 
Different from the context of Indonesia, Buddhist programs for youth in Vietnam do not 
receive sponsorship from the Communist state (even though the programs at the Temple 
of Wisdom, for example, do have some endorsements from members of the National 
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Committee on Religion). At the same time, the ethos of these Buddhist programs is not 
one of retreat from the market economy like those of the Jungto Society, but rather, they 
promote a vision of Buddhist subjectivity that engages the market and public life. Urban 
Buddhist institutions, like the Temple of Wisdom, purposefully shape the ethical 
sensibilities of the well-educated, (aspirational) middle-class youth, who represent the 
future of Vietnamese Buddhism. As with the case of Muslim youth in Java studied by 
Smith-Hefner, Buddhist youth in Ho Chi Minh City express a diverse range of 
engagement with the modernist Buddhist project, with varying levels of attentiveness and 
attunements to different aspects of Buddhism (Hefner 2019). Simultaneously, there is a 
striking consistency in youth’s interest in identifying with a Buddhism that is not 
“superstitious” or driven by “religious beliefs.” Even with the young woman in Chapter 2 
who is committed to Pure Land Buddhism and has a strong interest in reincarnation, she 
still articulates a vision of Pure Land Buddhism that emphasizes the serious study of 
Buddhist texts and the building of ethical relationships in this world.  
At the time of my writing, the Temple of Wisdom and its Compassionate Heart 
Foundation have established two branches in northern Vietnam, four in southern 
Vietnam, one in Australia, and most recently, one in South Korea. The two branches in 
northern Vietnam have implemented a series of educational programs for youth using the 
same formats as those found in Ho Chi Minh City. While the vision of modernist 
Buddhism propagated by the temple and its foundation might not be the dominant form, 
the extensive influence it has had via the temple’s network of patrons and followers, both 
in Vietnam and abroad, will continue to proliferate in the time to come. The development 
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of modernist Buddhism and its institutional support, I anticipate, will result in the further 
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